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ABSTRACT
Systems of power in traditional theatrical and educational models may lead to controlled,
efficient classrooms, but they do not help us facilitate creative, collaborative spaces. These
power structures privilege some people over others and all people over environmental concerns.
Eco-theatre artists emphasize the agency of more-than-human materials and encourage us to see
our environment as a collaborator. Using eco-theatre theories in a synthesized methodology, this
thesis explores how facilitators might interact differently with students and surroundings to
disrupt power structures and lead to more inclusive collaborations. What tools and practices help
students embrace challenges and work through tensions on their own? How might students
complicate their understanding of identity to see the world from new perspectives? The
educator’s role is examined and discussed in two projects: “Sprouting Imaginations,” an outdoor
storytelling class for elementary school children, and The Grumpiest Boy in the World, a show
for young audiences, performed by adults, and produced at Maples Repertory Theatre.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Over the past few years, theatre artists, scholars, and educators have responded to cultural
and political pressures to reevaluate systems of power and implement more equitable practices.
As a graduate student and educator in the field, I have been uniquely positioned to experience
these shifts while operating in multiple levels of power structures. Organizations have begun to

reconsider their recruitment, hiring, and season selection processes, and theatrical intimacy
practices and cultural coordinator positions are becoming more commonplace in professional and
educational spaces. Initiatives like “We See You White American Theatre” and “Anti-Racist and

Anti-Oppressive Futures for Theatre for Young Audiences” are holding artists and educators
accountable and calling for industry-wide equity, inclusion, and accessibility. These goals are
complex and will require large scale, systemic change. Because individuals must work within the
current system, it can be difficult to determine where the change begins. Though I exist in
several different spheres of the theatrical and educational world, I have little influence over
organizational values and policies and must navigate the same processes I wish to change. As a
student and employee, I want to voice my concerns about certain protocol and injustices, but I
don’t want to speak for other people or put my grades and compensation at risk. As an educator,
I want to create programs that challenge my students to grow out of their comfort zones, but I
don’t want to overstep their boundaries or risk damaging my reputation with negative end-ofsemester reviews. No person can construct the ideal creative environment on their own. It is the
educator’s job to encourage student participation in the creation of a collaborative space, and it is
the students’ job to contribute to the collaboration by advocating for themselves.
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I use the term “collaborative space” to describe my classrooms and rehearsals because it
emphasizes the responsibility of every individual to invest effort in creating a quality theatrical
experience. For a long time, we were encouraged to create “safe spaces,” but the term “safe” is
now criticized for its subjectivity. Though I still hear university students discuss educational
experiences in terms of “safe” and “unsafe,” many artists argue that safety cannot be our goal
because “there is no such thing as a ‘Safe Space’ for everyone. Some voices are amplified, while
others are traditionally silenced, dismissed, unheard, and/or erased” (Ramirez). Other scholars
equate safety with comfort and instead advocate for “brave spaces” where students embrace
difficulty with “emotional or moral strength” (“Moving from Safe Classrooms”). While I agree
that safety is a highly subjective concept, I don’t think we need to throw it away. In an ideal
collaborative space, everyone is physically safe, though we challenge each other to practice

emotional vulnerability within a caring, supportive ensemble. Many people find comfort in
binaries, but safety does not necessarily equal the absence of danger or discomfort. When I think
of the places I feel most safe, I think of outdoor trails, backyards, and gardens. Time in nature

slows my breath and helps me clear my mind of worries, harmful thoughts, and pressures. The
capability of my mind to navigate a complicated map and my body to navigate uncomfortable
physical requirements gives me reassurance and strength that I don’t find in any indoor activity.

Though dangers like large animals, poisonous plants, and destructive weather remain present, I
find peace and empowerment in existing as part of the environment. I have valued this
coexistence with the natural world my whole life but have only recently begun connecting it with
my theatrical practice. In an effort to achieve the ideal collaborative space where educators set
the atmosphere and students advocate for themselves, two questions continuously recur: How
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can we empower students to challenge themselves in the presence of fear and discomfort? And
how might our environment play a role in fostering student agency? I used to consider my
relationship with nature a part of myself that existed separately from my professional life, but I
have found that I cannot begin addressing these questions until the two worlds merge.
As an educator and theatre artist, I constantly reevaluate my priorities in the creation of a
collaborative space. I believe we should listen to students and include them in decision-making,
but I also believe educators have important experience and insight to offer. I think it’s okay for
students to become frustrated with their instructor, but I also think it’s important that they enjoy
attending class. Flexibility is essential to collaboration, but some deadlines require efficiency.
Young people deserve protection from trauma, but they are more independent and capable than
many people assume. Though these ideas initially seem oppositional, they are not mutually

exclusive. My research aims to cultivate a safe and challenging and flexible and efficient space
where educators and students value each other’s voices. With these goals in mind, I form,
practice, and re-form my pedagogy by deconstructing my understanding of the systems that

currently govern creative and educational spaces. Throughout history, humans have improved
systems of communication, engineering, and architecture by looking to nature for inspiration. In
more recent years, some theatre practitioners have begun examining art through an ecological

lens, providing insight into some of my questions through eco-theatre. Eco-theatre theorists
embrace and explore connections between humans and our surroundings and apply their findings
to the theatrical space. In this thesis, I analyze current systems of control, power, roles in
education, construction of individual identities, and the ways these systems interconnect. I also
investigate the state of environmental-human concerns and the ways they influence and are
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affected by other societal issues. After assessing the current climate, I research eco-theatre
theories and consider how their application might improve contemporary theatrical and
education spaces. My research and writing process is organic and flexible rather than
prescriptive, mirroring the way I create theatre. Though I form a methodology that combines and
concretizes several eco-theatre theories into practical strategies, this practice serves as a guide for
further exploration and discovery, not fixed answers. Through two varying theatrical projects, I
examine the effectiveness of my methodology in creating a truly collaborative space.
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CHAPTER 2: CURRENT SYSTEMS
Before initiating change, it is essential to understand the systems in place and the
problems within them. In this section, I examine how the human tendency to control ourselves,
our surroundings, and others affects our ability to collaborate. I trace the sources of power in a
learning space using Foucault’s theories on discipline and punishment, analyzing how power

dynamics shape collaborative relationships. Traditional education models give dominant control
and power to the educator, so I reevaluate what it means to teach, referencing Paulo Freire’s
pedagogy of the oppressed as a guide. This leads to an investigation of the teacher-student

relationship and a reconsideration of what constitutes an individual. I also assess humanenvironment relations and examine existing eco-theatre ideas that address the tensions within
those relations. Throughout this analysis of current systems, I wrestle with many questions that
continue to shift and complicate daily. How much control and what kind of power is needed to
facilitate a supportive theatrical experience? What happens if power and control are
relinquished? How can a deconstruction of traditional models help students claim agency? How
does a reconceptualization of identity shift our views of self, others, and environment in the
theatrical space?

Control
Our current sense of safety relies on control, which may help us cope temporarily but

rarely strengthens collaborations and long-term solutions. As we navigate the effects of global
warming, an international pandemic, and an increasingly polarized political climate, it can be
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easy to catastrophize about the future of the planet and the negative impacts these conditions will
have on young people. In the midst of these fears, we often turn to control, succumbing to
“ecophobia,” a term coined by ecocriticism scholar Simon C. Estok, which describes humans’
avoidance of climate crisis realities by ignoring nature’s capabilities or isolating ourselves from
the natural world (Estok ch. 2). Selective ignorance and selfish prevention of harm ultimately
cause more long-term issues. Overprotective parents and educators guide children away from
uncertainty and protect them from emotional stressors, conflicting viewpoints, and physical
danger (Brussoni). Certainly, basic shelter, safety, and emotional support are necessary to
prevent toxic stress and extreme adversity, but research shows that, as long as young people have
a supportive community, minor adversities build resiliency that leads to greater independence
and better mental health as adults (Racine and Madigan). Similarly, humans have intentionally

suppressed small forest fires in the hopes of preventing large-scale burns, but this disturbance of
the natural forest cycle has led to uncontrollable, catastrophic fires that damage both wildlife and
humans (Helvarg). Just as forest ecosystems have their own methods of regeneration, children

have their own definitions and limits of risk; “it’s not up to parents or experts to decide what is
risky play for a particular child . . . children need to be given the mental and physical space to
figure out appropriate risk levels for themselves” (Brussoni). Instead of controlling or ignoring

the needs of our surroundings, how might we decentralize ourselves in learning spaces while
maintaining a healthy, trauma-informed practice?
In his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire advocates for “education as the
practice of freedom,” which rejects the idea that humans are unattached to the rest of the world
and promotes the exploration of student-world intersections and the deeper implications of those
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connections (79). Theresa May and Wendy Arons, theatre scholars and ecodramaturgs, agree,
saying that natural disasters have emphasized the relationship between nature and humans, and
the first step toward healthy interconnectivity is a “fundamental acceptance of our enmeshment
with the larger ecological community” (12). This acceptance requires humility. Because
ecological collapse is largely caused by human development, any solutions that involve humans
“saving the earth” are egotistical and problematic. We will never be able to create an ethical
policy or principle that will anticipate changing environmental circumstances, so we must move
forward with a humble and flexible course of action. Unlike the natural world, young people do
need other humans for survival, but educational principles should also embrace flexibility and
anticipate change. “No best practices escape the constraints of time, space, and mattering; there
are only pedagogies that materialize moment to moment” (Hill 4). How can facilitators adjust to

changes in students, circumstances, or cultural climate? What does a fluid, collaborative
pedagogy look like? How might an understanding of human-environment relations help with its
creation? To further investigate these questions, we need a complex understanding of power

structures within human systems and beyond.

Power
Even the most collaborative classrooms and theatrical spaces are affected by power
dynamics that hinder balanced collaboration. In America, young people have less power than
adults because of legislation and the structure of societal institutions. The United States is one of
only three countries that has not ratified the United Nations Declaration of Rights of the Child,
which guarantees the civil, human, and cultural rights of children (United Nations). In school,
7

children have been conditioned to respect and obey adults, so some students do not learn to
question authority, seek truth for themselves, or engage in healthy arguments. In theatrical
spaces, actors have been trained to cooperate and agree with the director’s requests, so some
performers rely on direction and do not learn to advocate for themselves or make creative
choices on their own. These dependency trends are not the fault of any singular person; they are
developments that have progressively permeated the minds of the American public for years—
largely thanks to the introduction of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon in the eighteenth century,
according to Michel Foucault (200). The panopticon, an architectural model for prisons, ensured
that each prisoner could be viewed from a central tower, but the guard in the tower was
obscured; inmates knew he was always watching, though they could never be sure where his
gaze was directed at any given time (Foucault 201). This surveillance method was significant

because it made the presence of power constant and unverifiable but also because it detached
power from one person, creating an automated power system that became internalized by those
involved. Thus, Foucault describes power as a multifaceted arrangement of bodies, gazes, lights,

and spaces “whose internal mechanisms produce the relation in which individuals are caught up”
(202).
In current society, certain individuals have more power than others because of their

money, political position, status, or other privileges, but Foucauldian diffuse power affects us in
ways that are much harder to detect. The introduction of the panopticon signaled a shift from
physical punishment to a more efficient and effective method of control: “the power of mind
over mind” (Foucault 206). Outside of prisons, we continue to see these methods in speed
enforcement cameras, unmarked police cars, neighborhood watch programs, and the positioning
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of teachers’ desks at the front of a classroom, where they can see every student. Panopticism also
goes beyond hidden surveillance by others; it has become an internalized self-surveillance.
School systems, workplaces, and popular media constantly inundate us with standards that affect
how we look, act, think, speak, and present ourselves. Social media has only increased these
expectations by pushing unrealistic beauty standards, embellished portrayals of life, performative
activism, and a cancel culture that prohibits people from sharing vulnerability, questioning their
beliefs, and admitting mistakes. These standards affect the guards, as well as the prisoners; every
person in a powerful position is monitored for what they do wrong, as well as what they do right,
whether the monitoring comes from higher-ups, peers, media, or the self. Not all the standards
are bad—holding each other accountable for offensive comments and harmful actions leads to a
healthier society—but continued self-enforcement without questioning traps us in a social prison

of cyclical docility.
Foucault helps us understand the vast and invisible ways power affects our daily life but
mostly leaves it to his readers to find strategies to combat the system. Many educators embrace

student empowerment and open dialogue as high priorities in their space, but how can students
speak freely in front of a teacher when power complexities are causing them to self-censor in
front of everyone, including their peers? Even in front of the most generous, inclusive,

approachable leader, students often find it difficult to change the flow of the space because
power remains present (Pace and Rikard 8). As an educator, it can be discouraging to hear
students reveal frustrations about an experience I facilitated after the fact, when I could have
adjusted to fix the issue if they’d told me in the moment. However, dwelling on their timing
rather than my own practices only makes them less likely to open up about future concerns, so I
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have explored more useful ways to cultivate an environment with clearer space for dissension.
Chelsea Pace and Laura Rikard outline the creation of vulnerable spaces in their book Staging
Sex. They advocate for performers by proposing a “culture of consent”—an agreement that each
person determines their own boundaries around physical touch and sensitive material without
coercion (9). True consent requires much more work and trust-building than simply telling
students they are allowed to “say no”; Pace and Rikard normalize “no” by “establishing an
expectation, with words and with [their] actions, that everyone will have boundaries and those
boundaries will be respected” (10). To establish consent, students must have agency, which is
not something an individual can bestow on another. Agency is “not simply about being able to
act, but about being able to make a difference” (Oswell 46). Ideally, any educational space has
room for young people to shape their own experience without worrying about punishment from

sources of power if they make a mistake. Pace and Rikard’s ideas around agency and consent
apply to the traditional classroom as well. Educators should guide their students through
boundary formation around topics of discussion and physical touch in their space. If students

have permission and strategies to voice their concerns and pause the action during moments of
high stress, they will hopefully be more willing to actively participate in risk-taking that expands
their comfort zone. Flexible pedagogy that centers student agency hinges on the commitment of

the educator to disrupt the traditional teacher’s role.

Role of the educator
Though plans and structure are important in a successful classroom, extreme rigidity
incorrectly positions the educator as an all-knowing being incapable of making mistakes or
10

responding to students’ needs. Traditional pedagogy, which Paulo Freire refers to as the
“banking concept of education,” treats students as receptacles and teachers as depositors of
knowledge (70). It strips students of their individuality and assumes that knowledge is
completely objective, even though historiography shows us the biases and uncertainties inherent
in the collection and distribution of truth. Freire says that, in a truly liberating educational space,
pedagogy “must be forged with, not for, the oppressed” (46). The educator cultivates an
environment of curiosity and collaboration, presenting students with strategies and
responsibilities rather than commands. Liberated education roots participants in the present by
tackling problems related to genuine life scenarios and acknowledging the value of young
people’s ideas in solving these issues. In her book Theatre for Youth Third Space, Stephanie
Etheridge Woodson emphasizes the value of youth as artists and partners, encouraging a

“community cultural development” practice that places youth “at the center of their communities
as active players, movers, and shakers” (6). When I deeply listen to my students and incorporate
their ideas into our daily structure, they remain invested, and we learn from and with each other.

When I admit my mistakes or confess that I don’t know the answer, it opens the door for them to
do the same. These conversations take time, which is often a scarce resource, but when I blow
off students’ ideas for the sake of efficiency, I end up spending far more time attempting to

regain their trust. According to Freire, trust is based on dialogue, which involves neither “utter
ignoramuses nor perfect sages . . . only people who are attempting, together, to learn more than
they now know” (88). Teachers become students, students become teachers, and the facilitators
who present the initial material reevaluate their understanding of it as students discover the
content for the first time. The Freirean educator is vulnerable. When students question decisions
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or ask why they are participating in an activity, “because I said so” does not suffice. The
panopticon effect pressures authority figures to pretend to be experts, but if the educator seeks to
liberate, “arguments based on ‘authority’ are no longer valid” (Freire 80). Dialogue is active
collaboration that demands patience, humility, and respect.
Disrupting traditional educational roles also means questioning traditional educational
outcomes. Cher M. Hill examines our understanding of efficiency through the story of a group of
students engaging in a lesson on the beach. During their exploration, students discovered an
injured bird and enacted several strategies to revive it. The traditionally efficient educator may
view the bird as an unwelcome distraction from learning, but Hill framed the animal as a positive
interference and embraced the opportunity to examine: “who or what is becoming? how are
bodies intra-acting and interfering with one another to shift boundaries and produce particular

phenomena? what potential realities exist?” (8). Though the bird ultimately did not survive, it
provided Hill’s students with the opportunity to become advocates, veterinarians, architects,
morticians, and a team of student-teachers. By allowing the interference to affect and change the

learning space naturally, Hill encouraged independence and agency her students may not have
experienced in her initial lesson. Under Hill’s logic, the experience was still efficient because
students used their minds in a new way and reached equivalent goals, even if their growth did not

exactly match the lesson plan. Standardized testing and other outcome-based practices in
American school systems complicate a fluid understanding of efficiency. Complete flexibility
may not be possible before education reform, but educators can begin to think of learning as
student-centered and nonlinear.
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The theatrical space may welcome interference and redirection more than the classroom.
John Cage prefers to work with actors who embrace the agency to create their own work. He
considers the director to function as a conductor or clock and tries to remove himself from
positions that control the space. During one process, rather than guiding actors’ choices, Cage
crafted the performance around “time brackets” that performers filled with their choice of
action—or inaction (Cage et al. 4). Young people often surprise me with the quantity and depth
of their ideas, but hearing and approving each thought takes time and places me at the center of
all decision-making. Woodson warns against “group culture in which the leader remains at the
center of the ensemble and followers build relationships not with one another but with the
leader” (116). If I create a space where students share ideas with each other and embody bold
choices without needing approval, they remain invested, and we work together to find methods

that serve the group. I am able to actively observe students’ interactions and discover how
excitement, frustration, or silence change the space. Embracing students’ offers and natural
reactions before controlling their choices myself leads to more genuine storytelling and

ultimately increased efficiency because we don’t have to spend time fabricating motivation.
However, teachers are not the only “oppressors” in the educational space; students exist within
societal structures too and can control each other. Dr. Kevin Kumashiro advises educators to

abandon the search for a single collaboration “strategy that works” and encourages them to
instead “address the articulated and known needs and individuality of students” while they
observe and “constantly look to the margins to find students who are being missed and needs that
have yet to be articulated” (31). Students’ needs and boundaries change as they enter different
relationships and assume new positions in the classroom. Depending on the context, educators
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must sometimes mediate, guide, keep time, troubleshoot, comfort, provoke, and question. Both
teachers and students are constantly shifting roles as their bodies interact in space.

What constitutes the individual?
Every student enters the classroom with different interests, habits, abilities, cultural

practices, and trauma responses that morph and stabilize as they connect with each other. In
order to minimize my control and maximize student agency, I must become aware of the effects
of my interactions with students. We often discuss identity as if it is something for us to claim,

discover, or embrace, but identity is not fixed. A broader understanding of our multiple and
intersecting identities helps us better understand how we affect and contribute to collaborations,
both consciously and unconsciously. According to Judith Butler, matter, gender, and bodies
materialize over time to “produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface” (9) through
interactions with other bodies, particles, and social norms. Individuals are socially constructed,
which is why we produce certain body positions, facial expressions, emotions, and actions when
we are alone but different ones when we encounter other bodies. Our repeated interactions with
others form recognizable relationships (such as friend, mentor, or enemy), and we constantly
reconfigure our identity based on those relationships and circumstances. Quantum physicist
Karen Barad employs a diffractive methodology, which transforms knowledge from the
“uncover[ing] of preexisting facts” to an active process of reconfiguring, measuring, theorizing,
and “intra-acting” with the world (56). Just as diffracted light changes between a wave and a
particle when it encounters an obstacle, our identities and understanding of the world change
when we encounter new bodies and phenomena. Even parts of ourselves that we consider
14

relatively constant, like our race, gender, class, sexuality, and religion, are always “in-themaking” because they are socially constructed with no completely objective understanding
(Barad 50). These fluid boundaries do not erase the privileges and prejudices within our social
categorization. As Kimberlé Crenshaw writes, we cannot “empty such categories of any social
significance” because they overlap, creating “intersectional identities” whose experiences are
overlooked and conflated with those of one of their adjacent groups (1242–43). Instead, we
should continuously reexamine our relationship to and performance of these social
classifications, so that we may better understand the world and our impact on it.
Awareness is a nonstop, nonlinear, and sometimes contradictory process. “Those who
authentically commit themselves to the people must re-examine themselves constantly” (Freire
58), but at the same time, our “community defines how we understand and perform our multiple

overlapping selves” (Woodson 38). If we only comprehend the self through communion with
others, how can we be sure the effects of our interactions are beneficial? What constitutes
something as beneficial? Barad says it is impossible to differentiate between the “object of

observation” and the “agencies of observation” (77) because observation is active and cannot be
performed from outside of the world. In other words, we cannot step back to examine our impact
on students without the act of examination also having impact. Adrienne Maree Brown

synthesizes Barad’s ideas in more poetic terms through her concept of “emergence”: a process
that awakens us to the way “small actions and connections create complex systems, patterns that
become ecosystems and societies. Emergence is our inheritance as a part of this universe; it is
how we change” (7). Emergent strategy—“how we intentionally change” (7)—involves new
connections, risk, and vulnerability. In the process of engaging as student-teachers and teacher-
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students, we are bound to make mistakes that we may have avoided by adopting traditional
educator strategies of acting on students instead of with them. Accountability is essential to trust,
and we should model it as leaders, but “we will not wait to be perfect . . . we would rather be
held accountable for our mistakes than forgiven our inaction” (Brown 259).
I still work toward becoming a Freirean educator, but I am beginning to discover new
identities beyond teacher and student that complicate his theory. Freire says his ideas are
possible because of humans’ superior qualities: “human beings emerge from the world, objectify
it, and in so doing can understand it and transform it with their labor” (125). But haven’t the acts
of our labor destroyed the planet we need to survive? Isn’t the earth also oppressed, and
shouldn’t we work with it to heal? According to Freire, animals are lesser beings because they
are “immersed in” (125) the world, but it seems to me that they are the ones who have learned to

collaborate. My identity as an educator does not cancel out my identity as a suppressor of the
planet. I cannot effectively understand and disrupt control over one oppressed group while
ignoring and continuing to manipulate another. In the hopes of crafting a pedagogy that does not

rely on the separation of humans from the rest of the world, I began examining the power
structures within human-environmental relations.

Environment-human concerns
Understanding our place in the world includes an understanding of our impact on nature.
Throughout my research, I have found several parallels between the power systems that control
children in our society and those that attempt to control nature. Regardless of intention, these
systems develop to keep oppressors in positions of comfort and control but eventually create
16

feedback loops that spiral beyond the individual and end up oppressing the oppressors. Diffuse
power in school systems and media set clear standards for students to follow in order to maintain
a structured, predictable, and “safe” space. However, according to NASA, these standards cause
young people to drop from the ninety-eighth percentile for creativity at age five to the twelfth
percentile by age fifteen and the second percentile as adults (Land). Children in “safe” spaces
that stunt creativity and emotional intelligence grow into adults who enforce the same standards,
creating a dangerous cycle. In another cycle, industrialization altered the natural makeup of the
world for human convenience, and now the planet is warming at an increasingly alarming pace.
Arctic ecologist Sue Natali studies the effects of global warming on permafrost, “perennially
frozen ground in polar regions” which stores 1.5 trillion metric tons of carbon—three times as
much as every tree in every forest on Earth (Natali). When permafrost thaws, the stored carbon

becomes available for microbes to break down, and it is released as greenhouse gases, which
further warm the planet and cause more permafrost to thaw (Natali). Natali’s 2020 study shows
that 70% of the world’s permafrost will thaw by the end of the century if we do not reverse

global warming by drastically cutting fossil fuel emissions (Natali). Throughout history, we have
continued to make the world a “safer” and more comfortable place for ourselves without
acknowledging the dangers of our actions. Educational and environmental reform are

traditionally considered separate issues, but educational models that enforce the status quo hinder
creativity that we desperately need in order to reverse global warming within a “human-relevant
time frame” (Natali). Both types of reform require large-scale policy change beyond the power
of individuals. However, we can work toward policy change by promoting new ways of thinking
and relating. Just as the individual is composed of complex, intersecting, and fluid identities,
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nature is “discursively constructed . . . Ecological thinking requires us to take the more-thanhuman world as seriously as previous criticism has taken the human realm of society and
culture” (Arons and May 13). We tend to think of humans as the most sophisticated life form,
even though our actions against nature often lead to self-destruction. Arons and May point out
that “we share the same DNA pool with every other life form on the planet, and we are also
always a part of the collective of organisms, despite our fantasies of human exceptionalism”
(16). Since we cannot separate ourselves from nature, what would happen if we worked with the
more-than-human world?
Humans have learned from nature for centuries through biomimicry, but this relationship
is traditionally one sided, with humans taking from nature and giving nothing back. Brown
insists that, in order to “turn our legacy toward harmony,” we should stop aligning ourselves

with dominant kings of the animal world—“so many of these creatures, for all their isolated
ferocity and alpha power, are going extinct”—and begin looking at adaptive, collaborative
species like ants, cockroaches, deer, and fungi that “continue to proliferate, survive, grow” (8).

The first step toward cooperation is spending time with nature, appreciating its systems and
understanding its effects through sensory experience. An overwhelming amount of research
shows that time outdoors contributes to a higher quality of life, yet we continue to spend more of

our lives indoors; “even as [we] inhabit public spaces of parks, cafes, and sidewalks, individuals
maintain a faux privacy via technologies such as personal stereos and cell phones,” further
isolating ourselves from the sounds, smells, and healthy distractions of nature (Hoogland 185).
Children automatically embrace many of the pillars of liberated education when they explore the
outside world. “Nature inspires creativity in a child by demanding visualization and the full use
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of the senses” (Louv 16). It also allows children to speak more loudly, move more freely, and get
more messy than the panopticons of indoor society allow. Nature erases some of our human
power dynamics by providing a space separate from the adult world—a place of “freedom,
fantasy, and privacy” (Louv 16) where youth become leaders, artists, and collaborators. I often
find that children are less ecophobic and more prepared to coexist with nature than adults are.
Young leaders like Greta Thunberg defy standards and systems of power daily to fight for
environmental justice and inspire other young people to do the same. Many of my students
understand that the natural world is in crisis, and they want to spread awareness of environmental
issues through stories. Theatre’s current relationship with the environment is complicated, so we
must reexamine our methods of storytelling to be sure our impact is intentional.

Eco-Theatre
Theatre can both help and hinder human-environment relations, so our theatrical projects
must strive to advocate for the natural world—not just minimize harm. Stories communicate new
perspectives and can create compelling arguments for better treatment of the environment.
Theatre makes abstract and seemingly distant issues feel personal, so powerful storytelling can
transform scientific jargon into understandable and relatable reasoning. Arons and May
emphasize that theatre can also inspire action because “the arts are not secondary reflections of
experience; imaginative engagement in the arts provides real experiences that change who we are
and can motivate progressive change in the world” (104). Like all engagements, however, the
experience of art is active and has consequences. Sometimes, these consequences have negative
effects. Even when promoting environmentally supportive content, “theatre production is hard on
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the environment: as theater is currently practiced in the West today, most of the resources that go
into making theatre are wasted” (Arons and May 17). How can theatre act as a tool for
collaborative environmental change without also causing harm? My research studies and
attempts to create theatrical experiences that prioritize the agency of both children and the
natural world.
Ecodramaturgy, defined by Arons and May as “theater and performance making that puts
ecological reciprocity and community at the center of its theatrical and thematic intent” (15), is
one branch under the umbrella of eco-theatre theories. These frameworks present a methodology
for creating work that de-stabilizes human control and privileges the voices of the oppressed,
breaking away from the structures of power imposed by society. Eco-theatre theories can be
applied to all kinds of theatre because they embrace diffractive practice, considering the effects

of boundaries and interactions between all materials, human and more-than-human. Stories told
through an eco-theatre lens may involve characters and plot lines that directly reference
environmental issues, or the lens can add new perspectives to stories that address separate

content. Ecodramaturgy helps us reconsider any script and “pay attention to the
anthropocentric/ecologically hostile attitudes and behaviors they normalize” (Arons and May
17). If we become aware of subliminal messages and implicit biases that reinforce society’s

panopticon within the work we produce, we are more likely to question, disrupt, and limit their
harm in other parts of life. The widespread nature of power dynamics and human influence that
contribute to self-surveillance as well as global warming easily paralyze us into inaction, but
ecodramaturgy “makes connections between theories of globalization and those that recognize
the importance of local and regional identities as represented in and through theatrical
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production” (Arons and May 16). We must recognize all forms of oppression as systemic issues
and evaluate how to create change within our own lives. As we become more and more
connected with the global community, we are able to broaden our circle of collaboration and
learning, which can lead to widespread movements for justice. However, we cannot overlook the
impact of actions taken at the local level. Transformed mindsets and values regarding both the
human and more-than-human worlds begin with ourselves and will impact our community
through interaction. Though choices like the elements used to compose a set or the input from
students regarding scenic design may seem insignificant in the long term, we must be aware of
their effects on other living beings. “For theatre to matter at all, we must think of it as an
ecological actor, and cease producing work that privileges the metaphoric over the material to
such an extent that the plight of material gets lost in spectacle itself” (Arons and May 17).

This thesis
Meaningful theatre requires a comprehensive and flexible understanding of self,
audience, and purpose. We must ask ourselves whose stories are being told and whose voices are
left out. Who is telling the story, and who is listening? What power structures exist within this
story, and what power structures affected its creation? Why should this story be told, and why
should we be the ones to tell it? These questions promote self-reflection and help us better
understand the story in contemporary contexts. They also inspire more questions. Manipulating
materials (including both human and more-than-human materials) to produce something we
already understand is a waste, but collaborating with materials to explore, question, and disrupt
contributes to a society of interaction and dialogue. In this thesis, I investigate the latter theatrical
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experience. I examine ecological practices and related theories, investigate the ways they disrupt
or reinforce structures of power and control, and apply selected ideas to theatre for young
audiences (TYA) spaces. I synthesize my readings into my own methodology with the goal of
emphasizing youth agency, prioritizing ecocentrism over anthropocentrism (processes that center
humans), and placing myself as one of many material agents in the space. A few of my
persistent, constantly evolving questions include: How can I minimize my own control but still
ensure a trauma-informed and challenging process that meets the goals of the group? How
should the goals of the group be formed? How might agential scenography practices support the
development of an agential ensemble?
The practical research component for this thesis includes two contrasting theatrical
projects. First, I explore my research questions as a teaching artist in my class “Sprouting

Imaginations,” a storytelling class for elementary schoolers at Harry P. Leu Gardens in Orlando.
I designed, pitched, and facilitated this class in partnership with Orlando Repertory Theatre.
Though all of the REP’s classes require stated learning objectives, they focus on process, so the

main restrictions given to me were the time frame of the class and the physical boundaries of Leu
Gardens. My supervisors completely left the content to me to create with my students. For my
second project, I directed The Grumpiest Boy in the World at Maples Repertory Theatre in

Macon, Missouri. During this process, I worked with adult actors, and the show was included in
the theatre’s youth and family season. This supervisor also gave me immense freedom, as long as
I stayed within the budget and ensured that the show was ready for an audience on the main stage
in time for opening. Each experience existed within very different contexts that affected my
approach and the lenses I utilized. The varying geographical locations, access to the outdoors,
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age of my collaborators, and culminating product influenced my relationship to power, shifted
my identities, and enabled me to explore my research questions from multiple perspectives.
My job as a theatre practitioner is to cultivate student-led spaces by questioning societal
standards and systems of power. Since I exist within these systems, the questioning begins with
myself. Eco-theatre theories offer lenses with which I examine my own artistry and impact.
Through my research and practice, I hope to discover collaborative and flexible methods of
dismantling oppressive power structures and offer strategies to other teaching artists and
educators. A thorough examination of eco-theatre techniques in the educational space will help
theatre practitioners challenge and listen to young people, connect with their environment, and
work toward peaceful coexistence with all life forms.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Over the past few decades, as mainstream American theatre has primarily focused on
technological developments and humanistic concerns, the eco-theatre movement has emerged in
response to growing ecological worries. Though some festivals and conferences like Earth
Matters Onstage have united eco-theatre artists, for the most part, “these works are localized to

the extent that the creators do not know of each other” (Cless 79). Each branch of the movement
works toward a stronger community and a sustainable future, despite the dramatic variance in
their names and processes. Richard Schechner’s environmental theatre examines the theatrical

space and eliminates distinction between the audience and performer. Arons and May’s
ecodramaturgy investigates human-environment relationships and proposes human
modifications. Una Chaudhuri’s ecological theatre proposes an ecocentric lens for reading plays
that center humans. Other artists strictly produce works about environmental crises or stage
forums inspired by local environmental issues, employing Boal techniques to propose solutions.
As I researched each theory, I noticed a unified understanding of power. Every ecotheatre practitioner declared humans complicit in the destruction of the earth, thanks to
anthropocentric systems that give humans the power to place their own needs above all other
living materials. Additionally, they all recognized that these same systems also oppress humans;
no one person is responsible, and progress requires collaboration between humans and our
environment. The readings gave me a clear sense of the issue, as well as an end goal of
environmental unity, but each theory’s proposed solutions for reaching that goal seemed varied
and abstract. I synthesized the diverse methodology into six categories, which I will further
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dissect and explore through practical exploration: trust, loose structure, life is theatre, agential
scenography, open images, and inclusive collaboration.

Trust
Any collaborative experience requires trust—between teammates, between teacher and

student, and between designers, directors, and actors—but power dynamics sometimes make it
difficult to believe that everyone has our best interests in mind. Foucauldian power gives us the
sense that we are always being watched and could be critiqued or punished at any time, so we are

inclined to obey people in leadership positions but not trust them. Trust forced upon students as a
classroom principle or performative trust meant to test students’ reliability will never create an
effective community. Freire says that educators cannot become identified as leaders until people
trust them to engage in their struggle (58). In this section, I examine how we might build
reciprocal trust, especially in processes as short as a teaching residency or rehearsal process,
through self-confidence, awareness of privilege, and demonstrating our faith in others.
Before we can develop trust with others, we must trust ourselves. Self-surveillance often
consumes our lives to the extent that we spend more time worrying about others’ perceptions
than our connections with them. Because of media and power systems that privilege straight,
white, conventionally attractive men, I often catch myself catering my exercise routine, diet,
fashion, word choice, facial expressions, and other actions to societal expectations, rather than
my natural preference. Whether we consciously acknowledge our conformity or not, we model
these choices for young people. Why should students trust themselves to make bold and creative
choices when we can’t trust ourselves to do the same? Adrienne Maree Brown proposes a
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“pleasure activism” that centers connections with humans and the earth through self-love and a
reminder that “the body is not an apology” (Pleasure Activism 341). She advocates for
mindfulness that lets pleasure guide our choices, rather than pressure; for example, if we begin
by consciously monitoring how we feel during and after different meals and exercise routines,
we return to the choices that made us feel the best (Pleasure Activism 17). Pleasurable does not
equal easy. We often find the most pleasure in activities that challenge our brains and bodies. A
study of women hikers’ body image showed that outdoor challenges can increase pleasure and
trust in the self. After an expedition in nature, women who primarily shared negative thoughts
about their bodies beforehand “began to realize the importance of what their bodies were capable
of doing rather than just how they looked” (Breault-Hood et al. 22). I have noticed similar trends
in my own experience. When I take time to appreciate my body’s abilities, I feel more grounded

in the classroom, and my students seem to sense and respond to my confidence. It’s much easier
to place trust in someone who trusts themself.
Trust also involves awareness. Though self-surveillance impacts all of us, my whiteness,

thinness, and able-bodiedness fit the standard of the societal gaze, positioning me with more
privilege than many of my peers and students. Every educator’s identities, histories, and
assumptions affect their practices, so they should “engage in autobiographical inquiry to

critically examine how their experiences, presuppositions, and self-concept influence their work
and influence others” (Hill 8). It’s impossible to trust someone who accepts their own experience
as truth and ignores other perspectives. At the same time, Hill and other scholars caution against
“us versus them” mindsets that center the educator as separate from their students. Investigating
our privilege is necessary but fixating on these differences “creates boundaries between groups
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of people” and “posits that one group is superior to the other,” perpetuating “prejudice,
discrimination, and oppressive policies and practices toward the less favored group,” regardless
of intention (Robbins 1). Anti-oppression work should take place on my own time, so I can
decenter myself in the classroom and direct my full attention to the students. Trust-building is
not about embracing similarities and ignoring differences; it’s about celebrating both. In
Pleasure Activism, Brown interviews Dr. Janine de Novais, who encourages adults to give young
people “a map and a vocabulary and a practice of loving [themselves], not abstractly but
completely” (qtd. in Pleasure Activism 388). For example, instead of ignoring or hiding her son’s
chipped and graying tooth, Dr. de Novais helped him name the tooth and create a story about it
that would create positive associations with his self-image, rather than shame. Continuous selflove makes us less discouraged by the unrealistic standards of media and society.

The most effective strategy in gaining students’ trust is demonstrating our trust in them.
In Emergent Strategy, Brown describes trust through an eco-theatre lens as “a seed that grows
with attention and space” (243); “if you trust the people, they become trustworthy” (51). We

should believe in students’ ability to make good decisions until they prove us wrong, and even
then, we should listen to their reasoning and consider the factors that may have influenced their
decisions. During group work, students can process independently and emerge as natural leaders

if the educator gives them space, rather than hovering overhead like Foucault’s unseen prison
guard. Giving students meaningful responsibility beyond busy work can also empower them to
rise to challenges. Freire pressures educators to include students in the decision-making
process—not just as a courtesy but for the sake of shaping the learning experience. We must
“trust in the oppressed and in their ability to reason. Whoever lacks this trust will fail to initiate
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(or will abandon) dialogue, reflection, and communication” (Freire 66). Eco-theatre artist Beth
Amsbary expands this idea, encouraging facilitators to base lessons and projects off community
needs, listening to students and “extend[ing] the community’s existing conversation” (qtd. in
Cless 83). By demonstrating deep listening and allowing student input to affect the process, we
may help students trust parts of themselves that the rest of society tells them to ignore. “No one
wants to be the one to redirect the flow or change the mood of a room” (Pace and Rikard 8), but
encouraging student independence (through words and actions) might help students trust us
enough to share their needs. We don’t need to change our entire process every time a student
expresses an oppositional thought, but a practice of trusting students to have valid input and
taking their concerns seriously will help us create a consistent and respectful classroom dynamic.
This dynamic is much easier to maintain if students are invested in creating mutual expectations.

Loose Structure
I attempt to create a flexible, student-led space at the beginning of every new project, and
each time, new questions emerge. How can students direct the progression of the class if I plan
everything out ahead of time? If I don’t plan everything out ahead of time, will I seem
unprepared? What does a flexible lesson plan look like? How can I best direct the class toward
our goals while trusting their choices? Woodson suggests deliberative democracy as a method of
involving students in goal-setting practices from the beginning. Deliberative democracy is a
community-building framework that values “transparency, project goals not personal goals,
fostering mutual respect and reciprocity, and learning how to negotiate conflict” (Woodson 35).
It relies on trust, relieving the educator from the role of creating and enforcing policies on their
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own. “The moral foundations of deliberative democracy build on the belief that people are not
objects to be governed (or risks to be managed); instead, people are self-directed agents
collaborating in their own governance” (35). Using Woodson’s principles, I examine three
methods of creating loose structure that provide a base for trust and creativity in a theatrical
space: community agreements, directing in layers, and boundary practices.
The learning place can and should have policies to ensure safety, equality, and efficiency,
but those rules should not be forced on anyone. I might bring deadlines and mandated learning
outcomes to the table, and my students might offer values they feel we should prioritize
throughout our process. Through dialogue and compromise, the group forms a list of policies
they all agree to follow. This process will look different with various age groups and
circumstances. Many teaching artists work with students to turn their list of policies into a

community agreement that they continue to reference during each session. Community
agreements made with young children often rhyme or are set to a song, so they are easy to
remember and repeat. Younger children also typically propose broader rules and goals, while

older students can dig a little deeper to describe the values that are most important to them in a
collaboration. Eco-theatre artists’ community agreements often include rules about the treatment
of natural resources. Facilitators can use this process as an opportunity to prompt students to

consider beings beyond themselves, both human and more-than-human. If anyone violates a
section of the community agreement, we should have a response plan that prioritizes the care and
safety (not comfort) of students. This might involve group dialogue to process feelings and ways
to move forward, check-ins regarding individual students’ needs, or time to breathe and reflect.
Foucault warns that punishment often centers and conveniences the punisher rather than guiding
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the punished or uniting the group (24). Predetermined punishments can function like threats and
make students comply for the wrong reasons. Executing those punishments turns students into
examples, increasing the facilitator’s control instead of holding students accountable in a way
that will support ensemble growth. Typically, if we remind students of the agreement they
created and help them see the reasons why their violations harm the group, they are more willing
to remember and follow class principles; punishment does not need to be part of the enforcement
plan.
Structure feels contradictory to a fluid space, but “rather than limiting, conventions
liberate” (Woodson 142). Unlimited choice can paralyze us, so I find it helpful for directors and
educators to provide a framework. In a theatrical process that culminates with a final product,
one way to provide structure that inspires creativity is directing in layers. In the first layer, the

director sketches out a few key moments in the show, providing images, sounds, and ideas that
guide the overall progression of the story. Actors might use a few scenic pieces to shape the
space, but the main focus is exploring the path from one story beat to another. Within this broad

map, actors make bold blocking and character choices, experimenting and risking failure without
judgement. The director observes their discoveries and engages them in a discussion afterward
about moments that worked. In the second layer, the team explores the full show again, adding

new elements like performance objects and furniture. Actors still motivate their own exploration,
but their choices become more informed and specific based on the new design elements and
questions from the director. At the end of this layer, the team again works together to determine
what worked and what new ideas might prompt different choices in the third and final layer, in
which all remaining technical elements are introduced. Gradually adding technical elements
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allows actors to adjust to each without becoming too overwhelmed and makes time for actors to
determine how each element changes the space and affects them. Though specific scenes may
need more work than others, each layer covers the entire show, so no moment receives an
inequitable amount of attention. Throughout the process, the director shapes the story by
questioning, providing context, and prompting new motivations, but never through control. This
model protects actor agency and process flexibility without sacrificing efficiency.
Another structure that leads to a healthy, efficient, and free ensemble is a boundary
practice. Setting clear physical and emotional boundaries at the beginning and throughout a
process helps artists care for themselves, care for each other, and focus on the work instead of
revisiting trauma. “Boundaries are the distance at which I can love you and me simultaneously”
(Hemphill qtd. in Bonney 253). By creating space for young people to evaluate and set their own

boundaries, educators validate students’ voices and normalize self-advocation. Brown
emphasizes that this practice expands flexibility because “your no makes the way for your yes”
(Pleasure Activism 17). Pace and Rikard propose a boundary ritual that includes a physical

demonstration and verbal acknowledgement, setting a framework for exploration from the
beginning of each session (17). In addition to making space for flexibility, boundaries are
flexible themselves and may change or develop during a creative experience. Pace and Rikard’s

ideas developed to promote performer agency during the staging of intimate moments like sex
scenes, but many of their ideas also empower students in youth theatre spaces. They use “button”
as a self-care word that allows anyone in the room to temporarily pause the action and make any
changes needed to move forward (18). “Button” gives everyone the freedom to take up space,
take a step away, or redefine their boundaries. Power structures sometimes impede students from
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using “button” because they are hesitant to interrupt the space and express their needs. The
facilitator may need to help students practice implementing the tool early on or help the class
come up with alternate strategies, such as a nonverbal cue. Boundaries can apply to content as
well as physical contact, though emotional boundaries are more difficult to establish through
exercises. Some educators may want to work with their students to set universal boundaries
around certain topics or body parts like “swimsuit zones.” In a production process, practitioners
may also implement a check-in and check-out process to help students separate themselves from
their role or to reconnect the ensemble after a difficult discussion. The more students are
involved in creating these practices, the more useful these structures will be in creating caring
and fluid spaces. Throughout this work, it is important to distinguish between a crossed boundary
and discomfort. Participants should not use these tools to make themselves more comfortable

when they feel challenged because that diminishes their purpose. When utilized effectively, the
strategies provide a foundation for students to advocate for themselves, even when the support
they need defies prior systems and instructions.

The key to successful structure is finding framework that provokes, questions, and
challenges. The collective of artists at Superhero Clubhouse in New York City created an ecotheatre manifesto with three pillars that exemplify this dynamic. They champion “imposed

limitations . . . spatial, temporal, and narrative boundaries that challenge our relationship to
resources and allow our creativity to thrive” as well as “impossible questions” and “tangible
hope” (“Eco-Theater Manifesto”). Community agreements, directing in layers, and boundary
practices are examples of structural tools that strengthen community and inspire deeper
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exploration. These strategies can be applied in any theatrical setting, including those outside of
what we typically consider an educational or creative space.

Life is theatre
Some structure can create room for freedom, but fixating on rules can make theatre more

formulaic than playful. Many eco-theatre practitioners argue that the most compelling stories and
theatrical collaborations occur offstage in our natural interactions and observations. Freire
establishes that our identities as teacher-student and student-teacher “exist in constant

interaction” (48), and Barad and Brown emphasize the impossibility of separating ourselves from
our world. However, these theorists mostly provide frameworks for thinking, rather than
applications of their ideas to current systems. Richard Schechner and John Cage created their
own forms of eco-theatre in the sixties, and while some of their ideas don’t feel relevant
anymore, many of their techniques are worth revisiting because they center collaboration and the
fluidity between the world of a story and the world of its telling.
Schechner recognizes the traditional theatrical model, in which the artist “creates an
environment by transforming a space,” but he also describes a secondary form where the artist
“negotiates with the environment, engaging in a scenic dialogue with a space” (“6 Axioms” 50).
In a negotiated experience, spectator and environment collaborate to define the space, rather than
the creator assuming control. There are no required physical elements; throughout history,
theatre has been performed in rehearsal halls, cafeterias, backyards, hospitals, attics, computer
screens, and on the street. According to Schechner, the theatrical space begins to develop when
the audience appears, and it continues to become “organically defined by the action” (“6
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Axioms” 49). In traditional theatre buildings, people become audience members when they walk
in the front door. We often think of the stage boundaries as the only theatrical space, but the
lobby, house seating, and all other parts of the environment contribute to the experience,
affecting audience members, who affect the performance.
Audiences penetrate even the strongest fourth wall. Regardless of the show’s style, live
audiences’ reactions, investment, and patterns of breath affect the space, the actors’ performance,
and other audience members. The “audience itself becomes a major scenic element” in any
theatrical collaboration, but “once one gives up fixed seating and the bifurcation of space,
entirely new relationships are possible” (“6 Axioms” 49). Runway seating forces audiences to
face each other across the performance, highlighting their role as participants who affect and are
affected by the action. Improv shows invite audience’s words and suggestions to shape the story.

Theme park performances consciously shape their structure around audience actions. As our
understanding of theatrical space expands, the audience’s role becomes more active. In some
cases, the boundary between observer and performer blurs or disappears. Schechner and his

ensemble The Performance Group staged performances in wide open rooms that allowed
audiences to move around freely in a way that resembled “everyday street life” (“6 Axioms” 50).
Audiences could physically stop or interfere with the action, and actors often touched audience

members as part of the action, sometimes using them as physical obstacles. This kind of
unexpected physical contact is typically not acceptable today without explicit consent from the
audience, and The Performance Group’s long rehearsal processes are not practical for most
theatres’ budgets. However, the techniques of weaving audience into the scenic environment and

34

negotiating a story by making space for audiences to take control still create an intriguing
experience that disrupts our understanding of who has power.
Barad embraces this understanding of performer and audience as beings that exchange
identities through interaction, but she also expands this complication to include more-thanhuman materials. She advises us to view the world through a posthumanist lens, which, like ecotheatre, “does not presume that man is the measure of all things” (99). Her definition of
posthumanism takes “issue with human exceptionalism while being accountable for the role we
play in the differential constitution and differential positioning of the human among other
creatures” (99). If we take time to consider how our actions affect other human and more-thanhuman materials, and how their actions affect us, we will find more moments where our
identities interact and change. Theatrical experiences become much more compelling when

performers actively listen and react to their ensemble, the audience, and changes in their
environment. Blocking out these “distractions” also blocks vulnerability, centering the human
performer and minimizing connection. Effective collaborators have a heightened awareness of

their surroundings. Instead of fixating on their own emotions, they perceive other human and
nonhuman expressions, shapes, and interactions, identifying harmful exchanges that need
intervention and interesting collisions that support the creation. Developing this perception takes

practice, so John Cage recommends training our eyes and minds during our daily schedules.
We make discoveries and improvements in our art by observing daily life because there is
a theatrical quality to the way we perform our identities and react to our surroundings. Cage
embraces these qualities and tries to create unstructured, life-like interactions in his work: “I
think daily life is excellent and that art introduces us to it and to its excellence the more it begins
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to be like it” (55). With this mindset, I recognize an interesting character dynamic between the
chipper cashier and the disgruntled customer. I notice the musicality of a shuttle full of
commuters. I become conscious of the muscles activated to keep my face composed when a
friend whispers an inappropriate joke in a professional setting. I observe the dramatic struggle of
an ant dragging a cheerio across the parking lot, and I watch the leaves of a powderpuff mimosa
shrink away as my fingers brush against them. Even the annoying parts of life “won’t be
irritating if you see them in terms of theatre” (55). Suddenly, the line at the DMV becomes a
museum displaying the intricacies of human struggle, and a hill of fire ants becomes a fortress of
tiny warriors defending their kingdom from a destructive giant. Adults often become “so
impressed by our civilization and what it’s done, with our machines, that we have a difficult time
recognizing that the biological world is infinitely more complex” (Snyder qtd. in Chaudhuri 27–

28). Rediscovering the intricacies and beauty in nature will help us disrupt our anthropocentric
tendencies.
Children already experience the world through curiosity and awe. They understand that

“traditional distinctions between art and life no longer function at the root of aesthetics” (“6
Axioms” 41). Young children see the beauty in everyday objects and have no problem asking
questions or proclaiming their needs. At some point, the education system enforces binaries that

separate real from imaginary, nature from humans, and work from play. As these boundaries
grow more defined, young people become more self-conscious and worry about making mistakes
or inconveniencing others. Eco-theatre encourages educators to un-learn and break down
society’s binaries and return to wonder. Instead of positioning teachers on a stage in front of an
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audience of students, teaching them about life as if we are separate from it, perhaps Schechner
and Cage can help us engage students in experiences with life to develop understanding together.

Agential scenography
If life is theatre, then our environment cannot simply exist as a backdrop—it must

become another collaborator. When people control everything onstage, the story will center
human perspectives, so agential scenography is the process of releasing control to allow our
surroundings to affect story creation and performance. Whether we are exploring in a traditional

classroom, theatrical space, or out in the wild, “there is an actual, living relationship between the
spaces of the body and the spaces the body moves through; . . . human living tissue does not
abruptly stop at the skin,” and “exercises with space are built on the assumption that human
beings and space are both alive” (Environmental Theater 12). In eco-theatre, environment is a
character and scene partner, though its realization and function are different in an undefined
outdoor space versus an outdoor stage or an indoor setting.
Nature-based educational models and programs like Free Forest School, an initiative to
provide “equitable access to nature play and outdoor learning by empowering caregivers” (Free
Forest School) build community between humans and more-than-human agents through literal
contact with dirt, leaves, and trees. Outdoor theatrical experiences also welcome physical
connection with nature, allowing the natural world to shape the performance. “Acting for
Climate,” a group of eco-theatre circus artists who create installations of humans in nature, often
experiments with balance and physical endurance, leaning upside-down against trees, balancing
between rocks, and suspending tangled bodies over water via branches and nets (Acting for
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Climate). It is often difficult to distinguish between human and more-than-human bodies in their
work, and the images change dramatically with shifts in weather, temperature, humidity, sky
cover, and time. The outdoor circus practices highlight the agency of more-than-human
materials, and performer and environment intertwine and affect each other in artistic
collaboration.
Outdoor amphitheaters have more structure than performance art in the woods, but the
outdoor setting still makes it impossible to control factors like weather, bugs, and the sounds of
other people. Schechner celebrates the presence of many materials: “Why should the performer
be any more important than other production elements? Because he is human?” (“6 Axioms” 59).
Though the COVID-19 pandemic has mostly impacted the theatre industry negatively, the
transition to more outdoor performances has presented exciting opportunities. The Orlando

Shakes production of Little Shop of Horrors in May 2020 was enhanced by its location at the
amphitheater on the lake. Downtown, the traffic, car horns, and night life chatter surrounded us
with a soundscape that no designer could have fabricated. During the show, the sky grew darker,

and lightning began to flash in the distance during the evil dentist’s song, creating an image that I
would not have considered spectacular outside of that exact moment. As I observed characters
live in the alleys of skid row, I noticed a group of unhoused men watching the performance

behind me, sharing space in the park but separated from the rest of the audience by a rope. The
experience of invading a place where unhoused people sleep to watch housed people portray
unhoused people for other housed people’s entertainment presented complex moral questions
and shifted my perception of space and identity far more than a production in the indoor Shakes
location would have. Though I doubt the team ever consciously considered eco-theatre practices
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during the process, the production’s location dismantled perceptions of performer versus
spectator and stage versus audience.
Traditional indoor productions may not have the luxury of spontaneous interactions with
nature, but they do not need to revert to humans performing downstage of static scenery.
Historically, naturalism was considered “hyperenvironmentalism,” but Chaudhuri calls this
understanding of the movement “anti-nature” because it services a social drama and “ignores—
or even actively conceals—the ‘non-social’ parts of the environment” (26). Eco-theatre artists
cannot control the environment or select certain parts of it to expose. Environment is its own
character; “it has an independent existence and an autonomous power that makes us its creatures
and subjects” (Chaudhuri 30). German scenic designer Katrin Brack understands this power well.
Her scenic worlds, or “time sculptures” (Nioduschewski 14) involve a primary material that

changes throughout the show, responding to actors as they fight against it. Brack answers
Schechner’s call to use scenery “to the limits of its possibilities . . . if scenery is there at all” (“6
Axioms” 11). She finds every use for confetti (shooting it from canons, piling it on the floor,

dumping it from overhead, blasting it in actors’ faces, stomping on it, making snow angels from
it, covering it with water and dirt, etc.) and conducts the same process with every material she
brings into the room. By creating such an unpredictable and consuming scenic design, Brack

decenters the director’s control, giving actors permission to respond in the moment and explore
the effects of their interactions with environment. She achieves an indoor eco-theatre because
“one element is not submerged for the sake of others . . . performers [are] treated as mass and
volume, color, texture, and movement. Although they [are] the only performers there, they [are]
not ‘performers’ but parts of the environment” (“6 Axioms” 59). Actors often fall under the
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influence of Foucault’s self-surveillance and begin critiquing their looks, voices, and
performances, but Brack’s materials pull them out of that headspace onstage. There’s no need to
drudge up past trauma through emotional recall to find the most effective tactic because the
materials present physical obstacles and force actors to genuinely respond in the moment,
swiping confetti away from their eyes or crawling across giant foam blocks to get to their scene
partner. In some ways, the materials are better scene partners than humans because they function
and react completely authentically without policing from themselves or others. They also create
images that bring in audiences as interpretive collaborators.

Open images
When I was a child, I loved making up my own constellations and identifying shapes in
the clouds. I especially loved when my family played along too, and we argued about the
different shapes we saw. As I grew older, people told me my constellations were wrong, and the
cloud outside was a cumulus cloud, not a hippo. I never understood why we couldn’t both be
right—didn’t people make up the constellations and cloud types too? Eco-theatre dismisses
concepts of right and wrong and creates images that welcome many perspectives. In staged
performances, script analysis, and especially TYA experiences, creators and facilitators should
resist the urge to spell out their own message and instead engage audiences through open images
that inspire multiple perceptions and discussion.
A living scenic design encourages agency in both performers and the audience. As actors
fight with, build, destroy, and support other materials on stage, their bodies create compelling
images that are left open to audience interpretation. No image should have a single
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understanding because “representationalism makes things seem finely polished but doesn’t cover
all lenses” (Barad 48). Instead, audience members collaborate with materials on stage to create
many different and intersecting meanings. Meaning is a social creation that we form and change
through negotiation, not “something locked away in heads” (Gee 23). When we see images like
the fog that enveloped the stage in Brack’s design for Ivanov, our experiences and cultural
backgrounds determine our associations. Fog can appear oppressive and weigh down the space,
or its floating qualities can evoke lightness and freedom. Some might associate fog with darkness
or haunting qualities, while others might think of a peaceful foggy morning. Text, acting choices,
and other scenic elements also affect audience perception, but the images remain open. “The less
we structure the theatrical occasion . . . the greater will be the stimulus to the structuring faculty
of each person in the audience” (Cage 7). Instead of evaluating students based on how closely

their analysis of a play matches their teacher’s, eco-theatre celebrates many responses to the
same work and encourages discussion about different and intersecting viewpoints. Performances
have the greatest impact when they provoke, confuse, and inspire continued discussion.

The grappling process begins with the first read of a play. In my script analysis class, my
co-teacher and I noticed that our students tended to begin discussions by sharing meanings and
symbols they extracted from the show. While some of their comments on representation were

insightful, they rarely led to compelling discussion. Even when we began class by sharing
questions about the show, students’ inquiries often focused on details they could easily search on
Google, instead of provoking deeper thought. Elinor Fuchs presents a series of stimulating open
images in her essay “EF’s Visit to a Small Planet: Some Questions to Ask a Play.” She asks
readers to “mold the play into a medium-sized ball, set it before you in the middle distance, and
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squint your eyes” (6). The subsequent collection of questions helps readers analyze the world of
the play through shapes, landscapes, time, and mood before launching into period-specific
research. Her model shifted the perspective of my class by releasing the pressure for “right”
answers and helping us explore the world together. Soon, our discussion about Intimate Apparel
by Lynn Nottage transformed from an argument between two students about whether George’s
character was “good” or “bad” into a collaborative brainstorm on how ragtime music might mark
the shape of time in George’s world. The latter conversation proved much more stimulating and
encouraged more students to share their thoughts without choosing sides.
In the past (and far too often in today’s world), TYA has been created to teach children a
lesson or moral. Though the field has taken great strides in finding and creating stories that more
accurately reflect students’ circumstances and concerns, gatekeepers still fixate on the “message”

of each show. While I understand that this request intends to protect students from harmful
rhetoric and inappropriate content, I think the need to sum up a show with one single message is
problematic. If we want to trust young people and give them opportunities to take agency, we

cannot assume we know everything. We cannot transfer our knowledge into a story and pass it
along to students because “knowing does not come from standing at a distance and representing
but rather from a direct material engagement with the world” (Barad 11). Theatre lets us return to

the sky and find our own shapes in clouds and stars again. It presents an opportunity to explore
themes alongside our students, creating knowledge together and reevaluating our previous
beliefs. Hill challenges creators to stop searching for meaning and to start asking how things
work—what images and effects do interactions produce (4)? These questions help students
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explore and ask new questions, detaching them from the idea that their thoughts must be
categorized as right or wrong.
TYA that excites me most asks more questions than it answers. I embrace the Superhero
Clubhouse’s mission for creators: to explore “Impossible Questions, never assuming we know
the right answer, leaving room for ideas we can’t yet imagine” (“Eco-Theater Manifesto”). This
mission recognizes the complexities of the Earth and our relationship to it. Children live within
these complexities as well, and they should be included in the questioning process. Open images
allow creators, young audience members, and adult companions to collaborate in questioning and
meaning-making together.

Inclusive collaboration
I have established a need for collaboration between performer, audience, and more-thanhuman materials during performance, but this collaboration should expand even farther and
deeper during the rehearsal process. Because educators and facilitators enter the space with their
own biases, identities, and abilities, it is useful to examine what voices and skills are missing
from the process. Depending on the content of the show or class, facilitators may want to involve
intimacy choreographers, fight directors, cultural coordinators, experts, or primary sources.
Some of these partnerships also depend on the makeup of the class or cast. Intimacy
choreographers typically help navigate moments of physical touch like kisses or simulated sex,
and they might help ensembles separate their lives from triggering content in the show. Most
TYA shows include limited intimacy, but young people enter the rehearsal space with very
different relationships to physical contact. Sometimes, it can be helpful for an outside, unbiased
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resource to help maneuver moments as innocuous as hand-holding—not to coddle or restrict
students, but to provide enough structure to build confidence. Leaders that center their students’
experiences and embrace eco-theatre practices are open to deeper collaborations within the
current team, as well as additional collaborators and specialists who promote sensitivity, care,
and safety (actual safety, not comfort).
In any educational experience between teacher-students and student-teachers, “who and
what are excluded through these practices matter” (Barad 20). We must evaluate whose stories
we are telling and which sources we use to tell them. While finding and amplifying the voices
who are missing from the conversation, Freire warns educators not to “impose their own view of
the world upon those they invade” (152). Eco-theatre practitioners are not interested in invasion
or saviorism; they seek mutually beneficial experiences that grapple with systemic issues. Any

good leader must practice consistent reflexivity and self-reflection to continue prioritizing group
goals, but these cannot be the only correctives (Barad 20). When the right voices are not present
in the room, facilitators must seek them out. Technological developments and access to people in

other countries via Zoom set us up with a plethora of resources. In an ideal world, students
would engage often with material from many different cultures, and they would always be able
to meet and learn with specific people from each culture. Funding often inhibits these

relationships, so educators should at least provide a variety of in-person, video, image, interview,
article, and sound resources to supplement and shape their own knowledge. Nia Eshu Robinson
encourages us to gather resources from “those who are the most impacted instead of suppressing
their voices or using them as props . . . If Mama Nature teaches us nothing else, she teaches us
that diversity is absolutely necessary for survival” (Robinson qtd. in Pleasure Activism 178).
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Most initiatives to increase diversity that I see right now focus on race and gender, but we
should also consider age, disability, neurodivergence, sexuality, citizenship status, education,
class, and intersections of these categories when we examine historically excluded voices. In
order to dismantle systems of power and oppression, we must understand which identities have
privilege, unpack the ways we benefit from privilege, and amplify the voices of those most
affected by individual oppressors and diffuse power. This is much simpler in theory than in
execution because equity initiatives require time, resources, and vulnerability that many
institutions hesitate to provide. When they do make the effort, these resources are sometimes
spent checking off boxes and taking performative measures to appear more inclusive, rather than
honestly addressing deep-seeded issues. There are no simple fixes or single solutions—antioppression work is a lifelong process. If we want to collaborate with our environment, this work

also includes recognizing and addressing oppression of more-than-human materials. Ecofeminist
theorists like Donna Haraway argue that the earth and its living, non-human bodies are oppressed
by all humans, and this injustice is so interconnected with oppression among people that neither

issue can resolve until the other is addressed (Alaimo 133). In my work, I follow the ecofeminist
model as a guide, addressing interhuman inequities and human-environmental issues
simultaneously. As I cultivate relationships with the outdoor world in TYA projects, I am

particularly interested in finding new ways to amplify young voices.
Despite widespread effort (or at least claims) to expand representation in the room, very
few children are ever included in the playwriting or production process of theatre for youth.
When they are asked to give feedback via a talkback or post-performance response, they are
often bombarded with questions before they’ve had time to consider or discuss the experience. If
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we want our TYA works to feature agential young protagonists who resonate with youth today,
we should reevaluate the exclusion of young people from the creative process, especially in
America. Australian TYA playwright Finegan Kruckemeyer has utilized a youth dramaturg in
the past, inviting a friend’s young daughter to read his scripts and pick out any moments where
the child characters do not feel authentic (personal communication, Sept. 26, 2019). French
director Ariane Mnouchkine invites her audiences (including children) to join her for a postshow meal. “At most theatrical performances, ‘as soon as it’s finished, the public is thrown out
as if we didn’t want them . . . we don’t want only the money of the public, but also their
presence’” (Mnouchkine qtd. in Cohen). Kruckemeyer and Mnouchkine serve as models for
welcoming young people into the collaborative space.
Schechner argues that the collaboration between directors, performers, and technicians is

also underutilized. Though directors and designers begin working together before the show is
cast, these collaborations typically take place outside of the rehearsal room. Designers often
work on multiple shows at a time and only enter the rehearsal space for designer runs and tech.

According to Schechner, this model limits possible interactions between human and environment
both in rehearsal and performance; “during performance itself the technicians should participate,
improvising and modulating the uses of their equipment night-to-night, just as the performers

themselves modulate their roles” (“6 Axioms” 46). These methods worked for Schechner and
The Performance Group because the creators would work, eat, and sleep in the same space for
months at a time, dedicating themselves to the creation of a piece. Today, theatres put up shows
in as few as ten days to minimize the weeks actors are paid to rehearse and to maximize ticket
profits; it is almost impossible to find funding that would support so many people for such a long
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process. However, Schechner still raises some important questions about how actors and
designers can affect and respond to each other’s choices throughout the process. Directing in
layers allows us to focus on interactions with one technical element at a time, which can be
useful even when designers are not present. Additionally, educational theatre typically enjoys a
longer rehearsal schedule, and sometimes even professional ensembles are fortunate enough to
rehearse in the performance space. These conditions may leave space for more experimentation
and interdisciplinary collaboration in the rehearsal room.
Collaboration in any context “can only be built on relationships and a clear vision”
(Emergent Strategy 248). Eco-theatre methodologies help us create flexibility within clear
structure and deepen our relationships with the human and more-than-human world. Our position
as agents both complicit in and oppressed by systems of power blinds us to certain complications

while situating us in a unique position to ignite change. We suffer from the effects of climate
change, but our own existence exacerbates the problem. It is empowering that our actions can
help mend the human relationship with nature, yet the responsibility can be crippling. Though I

can recognize the restrictions educational systems place on children because I experienced them
myself, adulthood removed me from the oppressed group and positioned me as one of the
oppressors in the eyes of society. By employing eco-theatre methodologies in practical settings, I

explore the liminal space of these identities, making plenty of mistakes but also hopefully
making discoveries that contribute to more conscious, challenging, inclusive, and balanced
collaborations.
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CHAPTER 4: SPROUTING IMAGINATIONS
For my first case study, I pitched an outdoor class to Orlando Repertory Theatre, where I
work as a teaching artist, in the hopes of exploring eco-theatre methodologies through practical
experience and examining their effects on my leadership and collaboration. The REP was open
to my ideas, partly thanks to COVID-19 restrictions which forced them to find new and creative

class models to keep students healthy, and they helped me initiate a relationship with staff at
Harry P. Leu Gardens, a historic botanical garden in downtown Orlando. The REP had never
partnered with Leu Gardens before, so my class, “Sprouting Imaginations,” was immediately

different from every other class I had taught with them. I still worked within the typical five-day
class structure, but I suddenly had fifty acres instead of one rehearsal room and groups of tourists
sharing the area instead of a private space. Usually, a REP class culminates in some type of
showcase or “share-formance” for guardians and families, so I planned to work with the students
to develop a sensory experience that guided family members through our new perspectives of
nature. Because of COVID case numbers, though, the garden limited admission and asked me to
create a video for our final showcase instead. I hadn’t considered film or technology while
forming my methodology, so I had to determine how much this change would affect the process.
Since the REP almost always chooses two co-teachers to lead classes, I assumed I would need to
pitch the eco-theatre concepts to a teaching partner. However, because of the course’s
experimental nature and relatively small class size of eight third through fifth graders, they
decided I could teach it alone. Teaching on my own had pros and cons. I could design sessions
with any methodologies I wanted and didn’t have to worry about justifying my ideas to someone
who might prefer traditional approaches. At the same time, pitching and developing my ideas
48

with a partner usually makes them stronger because the other person presents thoughts and
concerns I haven’t considered. Since I couldn’t change any of these factors, I decided to embrace
the chance to analyze my own ability to create a space where students collaborate with their
environment and have agency to shape their own experience. Though all six of the eco-theatre
strategies I examined in chapter three guided my work, I found some to be more useful than
others in each case study. In this chapter, I will delve into the successes, failures, and discoveries
of collaborating with young people through trust, loose structure, and viewing life as theatre.

Building a trusting ensemble
Establishing trust is a mutual endeavor, so it almost seems counter-intuitive to organize a
plan for demonstrating my trust in students. A five-day schedule makes it difficult to naturally
develop trust over time, though, so I wanted to experiment with efficient trust-building strategies.
I also hoped to expand typical understandings of trust. I had to believe in myself in order for
other people to believe in me, but more importantly, I wanted to develop self-confidence within
my students. By expressing faith in my students and facilitating exercises to help them believe in
each other, I hoped they might trust themselves enough to share their opinions and shape our
process with me.
Since self-trust does not require a partner, I began by building my own confidence. At the
recommendation of Adrienne Maree Brown, I started consciously tracking my sleep, diet, and
exercise patterns and noted which ones made me feel most confident on a daily basis. Many
results were not surprising; I tended to feel most confident when I slept for about eight hours, ate
a balanced diet with fruits and vegetables, and exercised in the morning. Other discoveries
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provided more insight. I felt most confident when I woke up early and had some time to myself
(and ideally, time in nature) before attending anything with other people. Thorough preparation
before facilitations certainly helped me trust myself, but I felt most confident when the
preparation occurred early on. My best work happened when I spent the fifteen minutes leading
up to the event engaged in a pleasurable activity like reading, listening to music, or talking on the
phone, rather than cramming information. I was also surprised by how much my clothing
affected my confidence. When my clothes felt too tight, itchy, or wrong for the temperature
conditions, I found myself distracted instead of fully invested in my collaborations. When the
class began, I made an effort to maximize my confidence through the parts of my life I could
regulate. The first day of class, I woke up early, exercised, dressed in comfortable layers, made a
smoothie, and left my house with plenty of time. However, in my eagerness to not be late, I

somehow arrived forty minutes early and found myself sitting and waiting in the parking lot.
Some eco-theorists say that waiting is a great time for meditation, but for me, it is usually when
the panopticon effect takes over my mind. As I sat in my car, I started to think about how I

should have called my grandma last night, read a play for school instead of leaving so early, put
on some mascara before I left, or delayed this class until another semester when I would be a
better teaching artist. I knew these thoughts were not useful and only made me nervous, but once

they started, they were difficult to shut down. Eventually, I went inside the lobby to wait, and the
Leu Gardens staff encouraged me to walk around the gardens before students arrived. As soon as
I stepped through the entrance and heard the birds singing over the rushing tropical stream, my
negative thoughts began to dissipate, and I grew excited for the day again. As long as I felt
excited by the life in the gardens, I knew I could trust myself to share my sense of wonder with
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my class. For the rest of the week, I arrived early enough to walk a lap around the gardens before
greeting any students.
Students always arrived in shifts, so I tried to utilize the minutes before class to begin
building trust between students and myself, as well as among themselves. Inspired by
Schechner’s idea that the theatrical experience begins as soon as audiences walk in the door, I
began connecting with students as soon as they showed up. Since it’s hard to trust someone you
don’t know, I asked students questions about their families, interests, likes, and dislikes, making
connections between them if they had similar answers. Some students loved this unstructured
conversation and told me all about the highlights and concerns of their day. Other students
seemed half asleep and were not interested in engaging with anyone until class began. At first, I
was concerned by their detachment and tried harder to connect with these students, which only

pushed them farther away. Upon reflection, I considered that trust-building revolves around
independence and the ability to make your own decisions. The next day, I brought in chalk as
another pre-class activity option. Some students still chose to talk, but the more reserved students

all picked sticks of chalk, drew together in silence, and eventually shared and discussed each
other’s drawings without prompting.
Once class began, I hoped to continue building trust within the ensemble through

introductory games that simultaneously introduced the themes of the day and helped students
connect. For the session about sensory details, we played “Spot the Difference,” a game where
students pair up, one partner closes their eyes, and the other partner changes three small aspects
of their appearance for the first partner to detect. It was interesting to watch students perceive
each other in a different way than they interacted while talking or drawing. I also noticed that
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most students stayed with their game partner during the next activity, though I’m not sure if this
was a result of the game or because they chose game partners they already trusted. For the class
where we introduced personal storytelling, our introductory game was “I Can Tell You About,”
in which one person shares something about themself (e.g. “I can tell you about watching every
Marvel movie”), and anyone who identifies with the statement runs over to join the speaker. The
game is meant to foster community by finding common experiences, but it quickly became clear
that students were not building trust with each other. Statements turned from innocent facts about
families and hobbies to statements like “I can tell you about traveling to England,” and the game
became a contest of privilege that I had to pause and refocus. Perhaps the most effective trustbuilding game was “The Clapping Game,” which we played on our soundscape day. My improv
troupe invented this game one day to improve ensemble communication and listening skills. One

player leaves the room, and the rest of the ensemble picks a very specific spot on the floor. When
the player returns, the ensemble must guide them to the chosen spot without making any motions
or sounds except clapping. Students enjoyed the silliness of their task but were fully invested

throughout, trusting each other to work toward the same goal and celebrating together each time
a player found the selected spot. Their pride increased their confidence, and they added extra
challenges, making players sit down or touch their toes once they found the right spot. I loved

watching students encourage each other and burst into cheers when their focused teamwork paid
off, especially because the actions and choices genuinely came from them without my direct
influence.
Throughout the week, I searched for more ways to demonstrate my trust in students by
stepping back from positions of control. The Leu Gardens staff jumped on board with my ideas
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and told our group that they trusted us to explore off the paved trails without harming any plants.
This permission excited me because it allowed us to pick up loose leaves and twigs, dig our
hands into the dirt, turn over rocks, and lay on the ground to view the plants from new angles. It
also created opportunities for students to hide behind trees and disappear around corners,
presenting a tricky question. I did not want to recreate the panopticon by forcing students to stay
in an open area where I could see them all at once because I wanted them to make choices
without feeling that I was policing their actions. At the same time, I was responsible for students’
physical safety and knew parents would not consider Foucault’s theories of diffuse power valid
reasoning for losing track of their children. As a compromise, I decided to keep students in pairs
or groups and set clear visual boundaries any time we left the paved trail to explore. After
watching each group find an initial location, I visited each cluster individually, only tracking

everyone’s location when I traveled between groups. I found this solution quite useful in
developing students’ independence. During the first couple days, students seemed to play freely
when I was not visiting their group and sometimes became more subdued or embarrassed when I

arrived. After they became familiar with my style of teaching and saw that I also enjoyed playing
in the dirt, they grew less sensitive to an adult presence.
Sometimes, I regretted my methods of demonstrating trust. One day, a pair of students

took advantage of my faith in them and wandered beyond the boundaries of our exploration
space. When I couldn’t locate them, I had to figure out how to search without scaring or losing
track of the rest of the students. Internally, I was panicking and cursing the REP for not giving
me a co-teacher. Fortunately, I also remembered one of the REP’s strategies for regrouping
students. I shouted, “Let’s meet at the bridge in 10, 9, 8…” Students began counting down with
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me as they ran to the bridge, and their shouts must have reached the missing group because they
appeared around the corner as we shouted “3, 2, 1.” I considered reinforcing the panopticon
effect after that moment (and maybe I should have), but it felt hypocritical to ask my students to
embrace discomfort while I reverted to traditionally safe methods of facilitating. Later in the
week during full-group exploration, students discovered a couple trees with large branches that
grew horizontally and low to the ground. They proclaimed that they wanted to live in the tree for
a while and began climbing the branches to find a perch. I thought about stopping them but
decided to climb with them instead because I was not actually concerned for their safety (the
branches were very low); I was affected by self-surveillance and worried that I would be
punished for allowing them to engage in risky behavior. My worries came true when one student
fell off the branch and scraped his arm on the woodchips below. His mom was not thrilled, but

the student was totally fine. The rest of the class identified cool shapes within his scratch marks,
and he showed them off to the garden staff. For the remainder of our time together, I continued
to grapple with risks and rewards of giving my students free reign. Sometimes, I cautioned them

from making harmful choices, but for the most part, I continued encouraging them to explore
without policing their decisions.
Sometimes, opportunities for students to take the lead appeared spontaneously. One

morning, a student asked if he could choose which garden we visited first. The whole class had
maps of the gardens, so I accepted the request and let them navigate. After our activity, another
student asked to choose the next location and lead the group. This became a pattern; each time
we traveled to a new place, a student took the lead, and we all trusted them to navigate, whether
we ended up at their intended garden or not. Like many exercises in taking turns, some students
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grew impatient and always wanted to take charge. Following the principles of deliberative
democracy, I facilitated a discussion but ultimately asked the students to find a solution—they
usually decided to have two people lead together. For the most part, student navigation was a
great exercise in trusting each other to reach our goals, even when it took longer than expected.
Sometimes, students helped each other read the map, but other times, they expressed annoyance
with the leader for going the wrong direction or grew tired of walking and slowed down the
whole group. I understood students’ frustration, particularly when one leader paused so many
times to study the map on the way out of the garden that we ended class late. That time, I
probably should have intervened because our tardiness upset the garden staff and students’ rides,
but I chose to refrain from directing the navigator unless they wanted assistance because it
seemed more important to trust their guidance than prioritize the most efficient path, especially

in such a low stakes situation. Instead of correcting the leader when we circled the same loop
twice or rushing them when they sat down to orient themselves on the map, I utilized these
opportunities to prompt the group to examine our surroundings more deeply. I asked students to

share observations they hadn’t noticed the last time we passed an area or to use our resting place
as an opportunity to examine the underside of petals and leaves with their magnifying glasses.
Regardless of their frustration with other leaders, each student seemed grateful for patience

during their turn to navigate and extremely proud when they reached their intended destination.
Students’ trust for themselves and each other fluctuated over the week but seemed strongest
when I provided guiding boundaries and left them to make choices without judgement or
surveillance.
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Collaborative structure formation
Both the REP and Leu Gardens provided physical boundaries, time limits, and safety
procedures as required structures for the class, so I challenged myself to implement these rules
without punishment. Instead of laying out a list of mandates and consequences, I used
deliberative democracy strategies to choose policies and solve problems with my students.

Through a community agreement and revamped, flexible lesson plans, I experimented with
collaborative structure creation and discovered tools needed to maximize creative freedom.
I knew the class would probably descend into chaos if we immediately began exploring

the fifty acres of the garden without developing some basic guidelines for our interactions, so I
started the first class with the creation of a community agreement. I hadn’t worked with any of
the students before, and most of them hadn’t worked with each other or taken a REP class in the
past. We didn’t have a common language for an agreement yet, so we began with a word web,
brainstorming adjectives, actions, supplies, and associations around the word “explorer.” From
there, we created a list of statements about what it takes to be a good explorer. I prompted
students with questions like “How can we interact with nature without harming it?” to deepen
and expand their discussion, but every statement came from the class. As a group, we chose the
statements we felt were most important in our space and formed our agreement. Then, we
synthesized the points into an “explorer code” that would be easy to memorize:
Be brave. Stay wild.
Don’t unearth anything in the earth. Just admire.
Share your findings.
Be one with nature.
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We created gestures with each phrase to help us remember the details of our statement and began
class each day by activating the explorer code. Leu Gardens has a huge lawn before the archway
entrance into the categorized botanical areas, so we utilized the lawn as a preparation space,
checking in, warming up, and entering the mindset of explorers before launching into our
adventure. This ritual helped us begin the day with collective goals and a sense of trust, but
students still sometimes broke the code inside the garden. In a typical classroom space, I usually
hang our community agreement on the wall for reference whenever we need to revisit class
policies. Since we never leave the room, there is no need to synthesize the statements for
memorization. In the gardens, when we revisited our explorer code, students sometimes claimed
that their actions were justified because they were not covered in the brief code. The short
agreement proved more difficult to use in its original function, but when problems arose, I could

still turn to deliberative democracy and facilitate a discussion about students’ feelings, mistakes,
and ways to move forward. Luckily, all the agreement violations were minor and easy to work
through without punishment, but I realize my principles might be much harder to maintain with a

group of students less invested in collaborative goals. Still, most students find security in
structure if they create it, and deliberative democracy allows us to return to the community
agreement and amend it as needed.

One of the most exciting discoveries of this case study was the development of flexible
structure through a new kind of lesson plan. I have a mixed relationship with lesson planning
because, while it is important to prepare strategies and goals for each class, it is equally
necessary to listen and adjust to students’ needs in the moment. We are taught to create
extremely thorough lesson plans so that a substitute could step in and execute the same class if
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needed, but after the outline, the process often becomes busy work because I know I will end up
changing the details anyway. For “Sprouting Imaginations,” beyond adapting to the dynamics of
the class, I also wanted to explore ways for students to follow new ideas and craft their own
experience. I began lesson planning the same way I always do, choosing a theme for each day
and scaffolding storytelling techniques through various games and exercises, but the sessions felt
rigid and packed with activities led by me, working toward my goals. When my REP supervisors
approved my lesson plans, I shared my worries, and they gave me permission to make edits to
increase flexibility. Applying the concept of directing in layers, I started each session with
storytelling techniques that became more involved throughout the week. I also gradually
removed myself from the instructor role a little more each session. On day one, I guided students
through a sensory exploration, and gave them space to respond when prompted. On day three, I

set students up with a framework for exploring light and shadows in their environment and then
invited them to freely play with the ideas and make discoveries. By day five, my students hosted
a town hall to discuss the issues of the plant world (in role as plant puppets), and I was able to

participate alongside them as a plant citizen instead of facilitating. Loosening my structure at the
start of each lesson helped students take more agency over the activities gradually. Inspired by
eco-theatre artists’ encouragement to release control, I also experimented with the elimination of

structure, creating intentional space for student-led collaboration.
I designated the last section of each class “explorer hour” and told students they would
take over class during that time. I would follow their lead as long as they didn’t break the
explorer code. By structuring the first chunk of each session around storytelling strategies, I
hoped I could provide my students with tools that they would continue to apply through creative
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play. However, I had no idea if the class would continue creating stories or if they would just
want to play games or sit down. My REP supervisors had the same concerns and encouraged me
to create an activity bank of exercises I had cut from my original lesson plans in case students
became rowdy or bored. I accepted the activity bank as a backup structure, but I never ended up
using it. Adrienne Maree Brown was right; I trusted the people, and they became trustworthy
(51). Granted, explorer hour was rife with arguments, and students sometimes disregarded the
tools we learned earlier in the day. However, whether they realized it or not, students remained
engaged in various modes of storytelling and usually created far more compelling theatre in
explorer hour than during prepared exercises. The first explorer hour was centered around the
creation of a hotel business in the arid garden. Each student took on a role as an employee or
customer in the hotel, and their play quickly turned into an immersive theatrical experience.

They appointed me one of the customers and walked me through the hotel, introducing me to
managers, cooks, photographers, and hairdressers, who I paid in rocks for their services. Though
I don’t think any of them consciously connected our sensory work with their play, students

mentioned the sweet smells of their hotel lobby, the gourmet tastes in the chef’s kitchen, the
gentle touch of the plant hairdresser, and the sounds of a bubbling stream that ran through the
building as part of their marketing campaign. I was astounded by their ability to collaborate and

include everyone, though I soon found out that was a first-day fluke. Later in the week, we
returned to the arid garden hotel, and a rival motel popped up as competition. This time, students
were more comfortable with each other and less concerned with politeness. The story was quite
entertaining at first, full of reduced prices, improved amenities, indecisive customers, a
peacemaking plant stylist, and an undercover reporter spy who pledged her loyalty to both sides.
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Before long though, the rivalry escalated, and some people took it personally. Students came to
me with complaints and concerns, changing my identity from customer back to educator. No one
was hurt or in danger, so I employed deliberative democracy approaches, reminding students of
our community agreement and inviting them to “collaborat[e] in their own governance”
(Woodson 35) by coming up with ideas to solve the conflict. As a group, they decided to vote on
whether they should continue with one hotel or two. They closed their eyes and asked me to tally
the votes. I was surprised by how quickly they accepted the results and resumed play—I guess
they couldn’t argue with their own rules.
During my favorite explorer hour, students developed unspoken rules throughout the
experience, creating their own ritual. At the beginning of the hour, one student found a lizard
stuck in a short bamboo shoot and couldn’t tell if it was dead or alive and in need of help. As he

and his friend attempted to dig it out, the other students began debating whether the lizard could
still live a fulfilled life if it was actually alive. They split into two groups with one half arguing
that we should do everything possible to help the lizard live and the other group advocating for

the lizard’s right to be put out of its misery. I was astounded by the maturity of the conversation
and its respectful tone, when I have seen parallel debates quickly turn ugly with adult
participants. Eventually, the students successfully dislodged the lizard, and I pronounced it dead.

The two opposing groups reunited and (seemingly without discussing this at all) formed a funeral
procession, gathering the attention and disapproval of many garden members who strolled along
our path. One student held the lizard on a large leaf, while the others gathered around, picking up
fallen flowers, leaves, and pinecones as offerings. As they walked, someone began singing the
“Star Spangled Banner,” and the others joined in; no one really knew the words, but their
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commitment was honestly beautiful. Eventually, they chose a burial place, dug a grave, buried
the lizard, and left their foliage offerings as a memorial. A few students said some words about
the lizard’s memory, creating a story about his life in the garden. They asked me to speak as
well, so I built on to their story. Other than that moment, though, I mostly engaged in the ritual
as a silent participant, mesmerized by students’ ecocentric collaboration and ability to release
fears of judgement and being wrong.
The beauty and struggle of explorer hour was that the student-led theatrical experiences
were nearly impossible to re-create. During one session, I was inspired by a story about a giant
and came back the next morning with an idea for bringing the character to life with palm fronds
during our puppetry lesson. This idea was not received well—we had barely begun assembling
the puppet when students started suggesting other activities. At first, I felt a bit annoyed by their

reaction, but I realized forcing the story went against eco-theatre principles because it centered
and excited me, not my students. I also realized they probably would not have said anything to
oppose me on the first day of class, when they assumed I operated within the traditional teacher-

student relationship, so this could be seen as a victory. The students ignored power structures
that pressured them to obey authority but did so in a respectful manner, offering alternate ideas
for the purpose of their own excitement, not to cause trouble. I changed course, and we learned

the same techniques through a different story. Still, there is something magical about student-led
storytelling that I have not yet seen captured in performance. I continue to wonder how I might
encourage the same kind of freedom and imaginative play when students know they are being
watched.

61

Blurring theatrical identities
“Sprouting Imaginations” brought up many questions about what makes something
theatre. Sometimes, students clearly categorized themselves as performers and audience, finding
more defined stages throughout the garden. The benches at the overlook and gazebo sometimes
became audience seats for short performances, and students dubbed a large tree stump the

“storytelling stump” where attention must be directed toward the performer standing on the
“stage.” When their stories were not directed at each other, students sometimes chose their own
audience from more-than-human materials. In the idea garden, the metal sculptures became their

adoring fans, and in the white garden, students performed for squirrels. Other times, like during
the funeral procession, students did not think about an audience at all. If audience defines the
theatrical space, like Schechner says, can theatre exist with no audience? What if the audience is
non-human or passersby who stumble onto the performance by accident? Perhaps audience is
only one way to distinguish a theatrical experience because, as Cage proposes, any part of life
can be theatrical if the viewer perceives it as such.
I pondered these questions as I considered how to structure our end-of-class showcase.
The share-formance is meant to demonstrate a few skills learned throughout the week—it is not
supposed to become the focus of the class or even a fully-rehearsed piece. I didn’t want students
to fixate on perfection and lose their sense of exploration, but I did want to share some of our
ideas and stories with parents who hadn’t read my methodology or seen a class like this before,
in the hopes they would also find excitement in outdoor storytelling and continue supporting this
kind of work in the future. Initially, I figured students would guide their families through a tour
of the garden, introducing new perspectives by narrating the experience through their
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imaginative lens. We routinely engaged in this type of exercise as we traveled between gardens;
students noticed that the mangrove roots looked like a game of Whac-a-Mole, speculated what
various birds might look like based on their sounds, and created a legend to explain a trail of
fallen flower petals. If parents and guardians joined our exploration, they might see the beauty in
their child’s view of the world and perhaps reconnect with their inner child as well. When the
REP informed me that I should film the showcase instead, I wrestled with definitions of theatre
all over again. Should we stage a few stories for film since our audience would only see a video?
Or would it be better if I captured moments of spontaneous play that families might not see in a
structured presentation? I didn’t want to center everything around the camera and turn our
exploration into a film class, but I wondered if uninhibited creative play would even be possible
with a camera in the space. Cameras create an extreme panopticon effect because they record

video that will exist for an indefinite amount of time, and the person filmed has no way of
knowing who might see the video.
After much consideration, I realized the obvious collaborative option would be to ask my

students for their thoughts and preferences. They shared many ideas and agreed that they would
prefer small scenes and characters that featured various areas of the garden over one cohesive
story. Each student gave me permission to film them any time throughout our sessions (their

guardians had already signed a media waiver, but I wanted to make sure they also had a chance
to take agency over the decision). At first, I tried filming groups engaged in creative play, but the
camera’s presence seemed to suck the recklessness and ease out of students’ interactions. I don’t
think students consciously noticed the shift, but almost every time I held up the camera, their
actions became more subdued and their stories became more logical. Shifting strategies, I started
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prepping students for filming. Instead of bringing out the camera in random moments, I started
asking students to call me over when they had something they wanted me to film. Once they
gained control over the camera, students’ sense of play gradually returned, and the camera
became part of a game. I still tried to use it sparingly, but students began to enjoy waving me
over to film a dance they choreographed or even a bug crawling across the sidewalk. We ended
up with tons of footage for me to edit outside of class, which meant that I had to take extreme
creative control over the video presentation. I wish we could have collaborated on the editing
process as a class, but I’m glad we used our time to explore outside instead.
By the end of our class, students considered plants to be characters and dynamic
environments with theatrical lives of their own, but it took us a while to reach that point. In the
first few storytelling exercises, students assumed roles of gardeners, flower shop owners, and

other characters that allowed them to center the story around themselves, interacting with plants
as plants and people as people. Every eco-theatre artist encourages us to open our minds to
perspectives that do not revolve around ourselves, so I brainstormed activities that might help

students see plants as scene partners instead of props. In one exercise, I asked students to choose
a plant and draw it. Next, I asked them to change 3 aspects of their drawing to make the plant
into a character. Then, I asked them to name their character and create a backstory for them.

Almost every student personified their plant by giving them eyes, mouths, leaf arms, human
names, and backstories full of human problems. After this activity, their interactions with plants
became much more dynamic and reciprocal, but students treated the plants as if they were
humans. Cara Berger, an artist-scholar who applies Barad’s ideas of intra-acting identities to
theatre, argues that engagement with nature should recognize the agency of more-than-human
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materials “without recapturing them in anthropomorphic imagination” (95). Her performances
involve open imagery, many materials used beyond their traditional limits, and blurred
boundaries between performer and object. Like Acting for Climate’s nature-body sculptures,
Berger’s shows use highly physical “improvisation and coincidence” (96) to form a performance
through a series of reconfigured identities. In other words, while my students’ interaction with
plants as characters was exciting, it was not a true collaboration because making the plants more
human-like still centers human narratives.
I am still wrapping my brain around these ideas, so I knew I would have trouble
explaining them clearly to elementary schoolers. Still, I wondered if I could guide students
toward relationships that highlighted the environment’s agency without forcing it to exist on
human terms (and whether these relationships would be useful in creating compelling stories). In

one exercise, we studied plants’ names and features and created legends to explain their origins;
one plant with spotted leaves had an unhealthy relationship with the sun who blasted the spots
during an argument. We activated these stories, creating dialogue and transforming our bodies

into suns and plants. Students still controlled the story, but this time we imitated nature instead of
forcing it to imitate us. In another activity, I gave each student a LEGO person, which seems to
counteract my goal of decentering humans, but I thought puppetry might inspire new

opportunities for human-plant interaction. The idea garden had raised flower beds, so I asked
each student to pick one and explore it with their LEGO person. Through the eyes of the LEGOs,
leaves became slides, petals became flying carpets, cacti became torture chambers, and puddles
became swimming pools. The elements of each flower bed defined each LEGO’s journey. I don’t
know that this reached Berger goal of minimizing human control, but after the LEGO project,
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students stopped speaking about themselves as if they were separate from the plant world and
began viewing their surroundings as a living playground that would interact with them. This new
perspective expanded students’ imaginations more than I predicted. Many of students’ initial
plant characters and stories were creative but fairly similar. The LEGO landscape project seemed
to unlock unlimited possibilities, leading to more varied and more exciting stories.
I hope to continue designing classes like “Sprouting Imaginations” because I still have
many strategies to try and questions to grapple with. My students and I developed a unique sense
of trust, but I would love to know what they went home and told their parents about our class.
Did their parents see the value in their exploration, or did they think we just screwed around all
day? I also wonder how a larger class size or different age range would affect class relationships
and structure, since my group seemed to exemplify ideal participants. Upper elementary students

have a curiosity and willingness to explore and usually have a better understanding of their
boundaries around safety than younger children. They haven’t yet developed a hatred for
authority, so they are sometimes more willing than their older peers to build trusting

relationships with facilitators, especially in small groups. COVID restrictions affected our
attendance numbers, but they also influenced other aspects of the class. I wonder how guardians
would have received our final showcase if it had been in person, and I am also curious to know

how the video would have turned out if students could have shared the camera and filmed each
other. Mostly, I feel grateful for the opportunity and support to explore the intersections of life
and theatre with students who were excited to engage in imaginative play and develop new
perspectives for viewing the world. In an ideal world, theatres and schools would always pay me
to create theatrical collaborations revolved around play in nature, but I understand that I must
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also find ways to work within current systems. In my next case study, I will explore my ecotheatre methodology in a more traditional theatrical model.
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CHAPTER 5: THE GRUMPIEST BOY IN THE WORLD
During my interview for the education director position at Maples Repertory Theatre in
Macon, Missouri, the artistic director emphasized the program’s flexibility and the company’s
willingness to invest in my methodologies. They hadn’t hosted youth programs in over a year
because of COVID-19, and they fully trusted me to lesson plan, facilitate courses, direct

productions, and supervise my assistant in any way I wished, as long as I completed the required
classes and performances. Inspired by my discoveries in Leu Gardens, this freedom excited me at
first. As I brainstormed outdoor performances, classes in the woods, and partnerships with parks

and recreation departments, the possibilities felt simultaneously thrilling and overwhelming.
However, each contract and email about the job contained more limitations, eliminating some
ideas but providing direction for others. First, I discovered that the theatre had only employed
two people throughout the pandemic, so they had not found time to name, schedule, or market
any youth classes or performance opportunities. This meant that, instead of spending my prep
weeks meeting with community members and working with students to create opportunities
specifically tailored to their interests, I had to recruit students by developing class and
performance descriptions that would entice parents to register their children. I was not surprised
to find out that the education department had little money since I am accustomed to creating
TYA experiences on a shoestring budget. However, I soon realized the budget literally did not
exist outside of my salary. The main stage became our performance space because there were no
resources for transportation. Our adult actors came from the main stage casts because there was
no money to hire anyone else, and our rehearsal schedule had to revolve around their calendar.
We also had no funds for costumes, props, or a set, so pieces in stock and donated items from the
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community provided guidance for our storytelling. The circumstances in Macon presented many
challenges and gave me the opportunity to test my methodology without the security of natural
environmental collaborators. In this chapter, I discuss the navigation of these challenges through
eco-theatre strategies of agential scenography, open images, and inclusive collaboration while
directing one Maples Rep project: a TYA production of The Grumpiest Boy in the World by
Finegan Kruckemeyer.

Creating an indoor living environment

Kruckemeyer’s writing excites me because it captures the imagination of a child,
combining fantastical creatures and magnificent locations with genuine problems. The Grumpiest
Boy in the World explores authentic human emotions while jumping from house to river to
mountain to city in only a few pages, leaving endless options for creative scenic design. The
script lends itself to agential scenography because the main character, Zachary, interacts with
natural environments as characters. When the river scoops him up, Zachary speaks to it as it
changes shape. The script assigns the river actions like “chooses, “announces,” and “charges”
(Kruckemeyer 11–12), though it never speaks or becomes anthropomorphic. Later, a mountain
acts as both an obstacle and Zachary’s guide. As he rolls down its side, it plasters him with
“puddle marks,” “bus tickets,” and “footprints” (18), transporting him to his lowest point
physically and emotionally but also placing him in front of the sign for Grumptown, which is his
final destination. Considering our limited time and resources, I prioritized finding a scenic design
that allowed “production elements [to] speak in their own language” (“6 Axioms” 59).
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Initially, the artistic director told me one of the carpenters would design the TYA shows
using materials from the shop’s stock, but when the master electrician left his position for health
reasons, our designer took over his workload and could no longer dedicate time to our show. In
the next plan, I was supposed to design the show and ask the shop to help build it; however, the
shop was already understaffed and working twelve-hour days, so they declined our requests for
help and shop time. I ended up in the storage space with minimal design experience and little
hope of finding a full set that could take us to multiple locations and become an additional
character that affects performers. For hours, I arranged flats, fences, and platforms, hoping to
compose some kind of house that could transform into more spaces, but the pieces felt
cumbersome and random instead of creating a common language of materials. Amidst the piles
of wood and metal, there was a large cardboard box that kept getting in the way, though I

repeatedly relocated it. The lightness and malleability of the cardboard stood out from the other
pieces, and the box seemed to move on its own, toppling over when anything around it shifted.
The box seemed to have more agency than any other object in the room, and as soon as I started

to play with its movement, other design aspects began falling into place. Boxes can easily create
different landscapes, but they also make sense in a home if the residents are moving. The process
of moving into a new house could provide clear reasoning for Zachary’s initial grumpiness and

the parents’ constant entrances and exits. Ensemble members could be moving the family and
discover props and costume pieces in the boxes that transform them into new characters. When
my assistant arrived, she embraced and expanded upon the idea, saying the process of moving
felt relatable and gave her context throughout the story. Together, we scoured recycling bins,
asked local restaurants for empty boxes, and put out a call to the community for cardboard. Soon,

70

without spending a cent, our rehearsal space was full to the ceiling with over 100 cardboard
boxes of varying sizes and shapes.
Throughout the design and rehearsal process, I followed Berger’s workshop format as a
guide, creating “a place of experimentation and of play” rather than immediately “defining and
honing sequences of a performance” (95). Before blocking the show, our team experimented
with the properties of the cardboard, throwing boxes across the room, sitting on them, drawing
on them, wearing them, dancing with them, weighing them down, bracing them, stacking them,
unfolding them to create new shapes, folding their flaps in different directions, and taping them
together. Sometimes, a movement or arrangement felt particularly compelling or captured the
essence of a moment in the script, so we would take notes and pictures for later reference.
Eventually, these moments came together in a loose outline of the show’s progression. This

collaborative method required a different kind of preparation and participation from the
performers, who were used to the traditional process of the main stage productions, where the
director assumed full creative control. At first, these changes caused tension. Two actors,

hesitant to engage in play or make their own choices, asked me to explicitly tell them where to
go and which boxes to place in each part of the stage because “that is my job as director.” Actors
frequently panicked or became frustrated when boxes toppled over in the middle of a scene or

otherwise misbehaved because they felt these materials were making it difficult to do their job. I
initially felt annoyed by their pushback because they were missing the point. The boxes were
supposed to act as obstacles, becoming scene partners and forcing actors to choose new tactics in
the moment; forced blocking and perfectly placed boxes would create a disconnected
performance in front of a set that only functions as a backdrop. My annoyance soon turned into
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questions. Could I have explained this process more clearly from the beginning? Though I was
not controlling acting choices, was I controlling actors by forcing them to use my methodology?
Would actors have responded this way to their other directors at Maples Rep, who were all men
and at least twenty years older than me? Was I deserving of their trust? How might the
experience have been different if our show was outdoors or our materials were living?
With support from my assistant, I continued to advocate for agential scenography but
took time in rehearsal to talk with the cast about why this kind of environmental interaction felt
effective and exciting to me. I realized I had spent quite a bit of time discussing eco-theatre
theories and their applications with my assistant as we worked together throughout the summer,
so she felt more invested in our practice than those with less context. During our full company
conversation, I shared some of my research, answered questions, and listened to actors’

hesitations and needs. After this meeting, I took a larger role in shaping certain moments than I
would have liked, due to actors’ requests and time constraints. However, I felt that our space
became more collaborative overall, and actors found a sense of play, especially as sequences

became more solidified. This flexibility ended up being even more necessary than we imagined
when the technical director shared the changeover schedule with us, and we discovered that our
cast would need to perform on top of two different main stage sets instead of the one for which

we planned. Each set changed the configuration of our boxes, and we had to remove spike tape
after every performance, making exact reconstruction nearly impossible. By the end of our run,
the cast spoke much more positively about the experience, sharing that the precarity of the boxes
inspired genuine connections, kept the performance exciting, and eliminated monotonous
repetition. Audience members also reacted enthusiastically as boxes transformed into new
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characters, places, and obstacles, spilling out surprising contents and taking over the stage
throughout each performance. Some families attended multiple times and commented on how
new choices and gradual wearing down of the boxes affected the performance experience. The
cast and I particularly loved hearing the different connections people drew from our choices and
spatial arrangements, making the show unique to them.

Collective meaning creation
Just as Kruckemeyer’s living environments lend themselves to agential scenography, his

grand descriptions and broad stage directions paint the world through the eyes of a child, leaving
plenty of room for open imagery and collaborative meaning creation. After our first read-though,
the cast’s main question was about the play’s meaning. They were confused that Zachary gained
confidence and uniqueness by becoming the grumpiest boy in the world, when grumpiness is not
typically something we idolize, and they wanted to know what message the plot shared with
children. While I appreciated their question, I thought the script’s lack of didacticism was what
made it compelling. Returning to Elinor Fuchs’s essay helped us hold the world of the play at a
distance and identify broader patterns and shapes before assigning any meaning. Eventually, we
needed to decide the significance and reasoning behind each moment in order to clarify acting
intentions, but audience members did not need to interpret the script in the exact same way as us
to find the story effective. Throughout the process, we worked to find a balance of creating clear,
specific moments supported by the script and leaving enough flexibility and open imagery for
audience collaborators to draw their own conclusions.
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During the experimental rehearsal phase, our team shared their own associations to
moments in the script. In the cave, a character with no description other than the VOID (voice of
impending doom) introduces Zachary to a giant, who “is in the middle of dinner, which today is
half an elephant … with a side salad of oak trees – and mountain goats to season” (Kruckemeyer
14). Kruckemeyer gives no practical instruction for creating these characters or the ridiculous
dinner, completely leaving the realization of this moment to the creative team. In our production,
the VOID was a person in a huge box with flaps that he sometimes popped open to stick a head
or arm through. After trying several different options for the character, our team chose this box
because, depending on its movement and each person’s conclusions, it could look like a
refrigerator, door, cabinet, car, spaceship, couch, robot, or jack-in-the-box. Each of these
associations helped inform the actor playing the VOID and allowed audience members to view

the character through their own lens. For the dinner, our giant leaned over a box and dug his
cardboard hands in, spewing packing peanuts all over the stage. To those who associate throwing
packing peanuts with the excitement of opening a package, this image resembled an energetic,

enjoyable dinner. To others, the exact same motions created a vicious and gory scene, where the
packing peanuts became chunks of animal that the giant ripped apart.
While we discussed some open imagery in rehearsal, audiences brought perspectives we

never considered. I figured the associations would be more varied in the second half of the show,
which contains the wackiest characters and locations. Since the first half all takes place in
Zachary’s house, I worried the action of moving and unpacking wouldn’t leave enough room for
audience agency. To my surprise, people found meaning in even small details. After the show,
children shared the characters and shapes they found in the stacks of boxes, as well as the items
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they imagined sat inside each box. Adults drew conclusions about Zachary’s family based on the
types of boxes they saw onstage. We had gathered box donations from multiple restaurants in
town, and the logos caused local people to make assumptions about the characters’ habits, jobs,
salaries, and tastes. A large number of boxes also came from Amazon, which felt relatable to
some people and despicable to others. One box that Zachary’s dad placed by his desk had a
picture of a building on the side and a company name I didn’t recognize. A man in the audience
informed me that the box came from a liquor company, and it told him a lot about the father
character. Over the course of the production, the boxes wore down, becoming more creased,
dirty, and dilapidated, creating different assumptions about the family at various points in the
run.
By the end of the process, I felt confident in our creation of open imagery with scenic

arrangements, though I still question the clarity of the overall story arc and its reflection in the
scenic design. As previously mentioned, our team decided that Zachary’s grumpiness at the top
of the play stemmed from his reluctance to move to a new house and fear of rejection from new

peers at school. To support this, we began the physical action of the show before Zachary’s first
lines, with Mom and Dad carrying boxes into Zachary’s room and unpacking his toys and
drawing supplies. As soon as Zachary stormed in and began his monologue, he threw down his

backpack and re-packed his supplies, drawing his first picture on the moving boxes instead. In
the script, the parents often exit so the actors can assume new roles, which can make the parent
characters appear absent-minded, busy, or dismissive of their son’s struggles. During our
exploration of the story, these two actors decided that, instead of fully transforming into new and
unrelated roles, they would remain the parents and use the character changes as tactics to cheer
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up their son, challenge him, or help him see the fun in their new life change. This decision
clarified the family dynamics and informed a string of other choices. Instead of exiting and
returning as Grumps, the parents discovered a box of kitchen supplies and armed themselves
with spatulas and colanders on stage, encouraging Zachary’s play and becoming competitors for
him to conquer. At the end of the show, the family’s house was an absolute mess, but Zachary
had unpacked his belongings again and began to draw on his own paper, signaling an acceptance
of the move. When we first opened the show, I worried that audiences would not understand this
development, but the beauty of open imagery is that it doesn’t matter whether the audience
interprets the exact intention or not. As long as the progression is clear to the creators, and each
choice is purposeful, audiences will create their own narrative and reasoning. I don’t think any
viewers left the theatre discussing Zachary’s journey of refusal to acceptance, but no one asked

us to explain the meaning of the show either.
Outside of visual open imagery, my assistant and I also designed soundscapes that we
hoped would support and affect the story while remaining open and interpretable. Attempting to

form active audience-participants from the moment the house opened, we created a preshow
design that merged seamlessly with the environmental sounds of the show. Rather than entering
the theatre listening to a family-friendly playlist, audience members experienced a mixture of

noises, beats, and melodies that mixed the sounds of a city with the sounds of natural
environments. The chugging of trains sounded to me like rushing water, and the stalling of a
school bus created a similar sound to a crackling fire. Meanwhile, the whistling of wind in a
forest resembled cars whizzing past, and the crashes of a thunderstorm evoked the noises of a
construction site. The combinations of these sounds excited me because the locations I imagined
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changed based on my mood, daily activities, and level of attention to the noise. During the
scripted performance, we continued to play with this multi-layered soundscape. As Zachary
explored foreign lands, the sounds evolved, but since our team decided his parents were part of
the adventure, which never actually left his house, the cues still existed within the realm of cities
and residential homes. For example, as Zachary entered the cave, the drip of a faucet became
water trickling from the cave ceiling, and the grinding of a garbage disposal became the giant’s
gnashing teeth. Later, during the grump-off competition, city sounds assumed the roles of
characters without supplement from human voices. Squeaking bicycle tires doubled as the cries
of mice, and a truck’s safety backup beeps became the voices of the Zacharies. The speed, pitch,
duration, frequency, and layering of this audio dictated character emotions and interactions,
rather than scripted lines. Though some of these examples seemed to provoke interesting

connections, the editing process for sound design made audio a more difficult collaborator in the
rehearsal space than scenic elements. I tried to experiment by playing different noises during the
rehearsal of a scene and seeing how actors responded without prepping them with context for the

choice. In the most successful cases, like the garbage disposal teeth gnashing, the sounds
affected and specified actors’ choices and physicality. Sometimes, the audio did not seem to
affect actors at all, functioning only as ambiance, and other times, the sounds felt completely

wrong. In one rehearsal, I thought Grumptown needed a stronger presence, so I played the
sounds of cats fighting in an alleyway during the shift into that scene. The clip felt so jarring that
the actors stopped rehearsing to laugh and process the noise. We eventually made some
compelling discoveries, but time and resources prevented us from exploring the full range of
open image and sound possibilities.
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Fostering artistic partnerships
In an ideal world, we would have employed separate scenic and sound designers, and I
would have released my control over everything except the facilitation of collaboration. Due to
the nature of the repertory schedule, this arrangement was not possible. All of our actors

rehearsed and performed in multiple shows at a time, so it was difficult to schedule our
rehearsals within Equity guidelines. The stage management team had already reached their
maximum hours with the main stage season, so we found a local student to step into the role with

our guidance. We had a lighting designer and sound technician, but since they were also assigned
to all of the main stage shows, they had limited availability. Schechner encourages artists to blur
lines between performers and technicians, which I would have loved to try in a longer process by
asking designers to attend rehearsals frequently and experiment with design elements as
characters that affect and respond to human performers. When time deemed this goal unrealistic
and we ended up with a final rehearsal schedule that only lasted one week, I decided to include
as many collaborators as possible in our short time frame without overwhelming anyone.
Since my assistant and I were the only two people who managed our own daily
schedules, we spent a lot of preparation time playing with boxes, sound, and stage pictures on
our own. These sessions did not directly contribute to the show, but they gave us ideas for how
our team might interact with environmental components as collaborators, as well as a language
for discussing design qualities with the actors. The show did not require intimacy or fight
choreographers, but we still wanted contributions from people who brought different
perspectives than us (two young, white women from the Midwest with backgrounds in
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performance and education). We invited Maples Rep staff members, designers, technicians, and
several education program students to every rehearsal. Most of them never came, which was
disappointing but understandable since I couldn’t offer compensation for their time or expertise.
Three people did attend the designer run, offering observations and feedback from outside of the
process. The lighting designer mainly jotted down her own ideas based on our choices, and the
sound technician asked practical questions about microphone placement and movement. The
third observer was an actor from the other main stage shows who sometimes designs TYA sets in
Chicago. Out of everyone in the room, he was the most willing to ask questions, share artistic
feedback, and jump up on stage to explore physical possibilities. He immediately seemed to
understand the spirit of the collaborative creation I wanted to foster, though I’m not sure if the
connection stemmed from his own experience, his natural disposition, our earlier conversations,

or the fact that we had worked together several times before. In our conversation after the run, he
shared a few moments that felt unclear and offered some ideas for further investigation. The cast
knew and respected him as an older and well-loved actor, so they joined the exploration right

away. Together, we determined that using a stuffed animal for the dog felt forced, while the box
with a strange lid that resembled a dog’s mouth created a more imaginative and genuine effect.
We also discovered that the final battle wasn’t working because each performer only focused on

the item they directly interacted with, instead of reacting to all their scene partners, both human
and more-than-human. My friend’s presence and investment seemed to infect the actors, who
showed up to the last rehearsals with new energy and ideas.
One element I wished could have functioned as a stronger collaborator was costumes. We
had no costume designer, but the costume shop manager invited my assistant and me to come to
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the shop and pull anything that wasn’t labeled for another show. Most of the costumes matched a
specific production or time period, so I wanted to pull all of the contemporary pieces and let the
actors see how different outfits affected their character development. Due to shop capacity and
COVID regulations, the shop manager did not like this idea. My assistant suggested that we start
with shoes, which was a great idea since we ended up finding only one pair of available shoes in
each actor’s size. These shoes acted as unexpected collaborators and narrowed the outfit options
for us. During fittings, each actor chose their own base costume from our selections, and we
worked as a team to create supplemental pieces for additional characters from performance
objects and clothing they could realistically find in moving boxes.
As credited costume, scenic, and lighting designers, as well as director and assistant
director, I still felt my assistant and I had too much control over the production to interact as

teacher-students and student-teachers. The actors didn’t seem to have a problem with our power
and actually wanted to assume less agency themselves throughout most of the process, so I
continued to grapple with my desire to create equal partnerships while respecting their wishes

and limits. Since The Grumpiest Boy in the World focuses on the life of a young child, I strongly
advocated for the inclusion of youth collaborators. At first, I thought our stage manager might
also step into a dramaturgical role since they had recently graduated high school and had young

siblings. However, they seemed more interested in tracking the locations of boxes than
contributing artistically. I was surprised that none of our students from classes and camps
responded to the invitation to attend rehearsal as a youth expert, since I would have loved that
opportunity as a child. After some thought though, I figured my parents probably would have
been reluctant to transport me to and from the theatre at strange times to watch a rehearsal for a

80

show I wasn’t performing in, especially if they had already taken me to the theatre for class
earlier that day. If I wanted to involve young people in our process, I would need to make an
effort to work with parents’ schedules too.
The same week as our rehearsals, my assistant and I taught a camp in the mornings.
During our down time in breaks and before and after each session, we noticed that some students
always came to us looking for entertainment. One day, our camp was in the rehearsal space with
our boxes, so before our start time, the group of students and I played with some boxes and
experimented with different sculptures as I told them about the show. They had tons of questions
and continued to ask me more on our next break. I offered them the chance to help with the
design process, and they all enthusiastically accepted. From then on, every free moment was
spent arranging boxes and drawing on them with markers. One student read Zachary’s opening

monologue out loud, and the others used it as inspiration for their drawings. Because I trusted
students to take over the scenic design without critique, their ideas flowed freely and grew
increasingly elaborate. By the end of the week, they had created Zachary’s masterpiece and taken

pictures of the final arrangement, explaining the reasoning behind each box’s placement (e.g. the
plane box had to go over the cloud box, and the troll box had to go underneath the cave box
because that’s where he lives). The students’ design was far more brilliant and genuine than any

drawing I could have produced, and we used their exact creation in the performance, with only a
minor change to make their cactus look a bit less phallic. Though I wish the students could have
had more agency in other parts of the process, their contributions only validated the importance
of thoughtful collaboration and the inclusion of young voices.
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Despite less-than-ideal circumstances and frustratingly common obstacles, our
production of The Grumpiest Boy in the World successfully disrupted the traditional theatrical
experience in many ways. Whether they embraced the role or not, actors shaped much of the
production, moving beyond passive participation into active creative positions. I also found the
influence of design elements stimulating, though I felt like a manipulator of too many areas at
times. In a way, our lack of resources gave the more-than-human materials more agency because
we did not have the ability to modify them; we had to appreciate and work with objects in their
current condition. Perhaps most exciting was the creation of an entire show using only recycled
materials—even our script folders were scavenged from old productions. Though we filled the
stage, very few elements of our design contributed to Arons and May’s list of wasteful theatre
requirements: (1) nonhuman animal labor; (2) materials from organisms that once lived; (3)

“energy-intensive transportation”; (4) on-site systems that require energy inputs (17). Parts of
this list were violated in the initial creation of our materials, but it’s reassuring to know we can
create theatre without further damaging the planet. Since at least some eco-theatre practices were

instrumental in developing our small production, I also feel hopeful about the effectiveness of
this methodology in other indoor contexts, especially those with full designer teams, more time,
and a wider diversity of creative minds.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION
As I reflect on my initial research questions, I do not have clear answers because I don’t
believe concrete, universal solutions exist. Instead, my discoveries about power relations and the
connections between humans and the natural world have led to newer, more complex questions,
as well as a collection of strategies to employ in educational and theatrical settings. Eventually, I

hope to create my own outdoor youth theatre program that explores the agency of both children
and natural environments through the lens of eco-theatre. However, I believe my eco-theatre
methodology can serve as an effective tool for disrupting traditional power structures and

creating a collaborative space in any theatrical endeavor.
Many of my research questions centered agency and students’ role in challenging
themselves and shaping the experience. The relationship between safety, bold risk-taking, and
efficiency remains relative and precarious, but trusting my students to guide their own
exploration in Leu Gardens inspired them to take charge, make discoveries, make mistakes, and
push each other to imagine and connect more deeply. Following the teachings of Freire and
Brown, I respected and valued the opinions of my students as people, which led to higher
confidence and bolder storytelling as artists. Ideally, intentionally removing ourselves as
panoptic observers gives students permission to release fears of judgement and punishment that
come with Foucault’s diffuse power, allowing them to focus on authentic desires, ideas, and
connections. However, I discovered that this process is more challenging in some processes than
others. While my students in Leu Gardens were eager to explore without oppressive adult
supervision, the adult cast at Maples Rep resisted agency and wanted more direction. Upon
reflection, I think this difference relates to my research questions about reconceptualizing
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identity. My young students, who were less committed to a single identity, easily shifted their
perception of our relationship to become my teacher and co-collaborator. In contrast, the
Grumpiest Boy cast had spent their entire career building up their identity as professional actors
and had preconceived notions about how that identity should interact with the identity of a
director—leaving little room for fluidity. In addition to age, I believe the outdoor environment
played a huge role in the differences between these two groups. The Leu Gardens students had a
host of living collaborators surrounding them to disrupt the traditional classroom setting, guide
their choices, and foster exploration. The Maples Rep actors operated in a more traditional
theatrical space with nonliving scenic materials, so it makes sense that they would default to
more traditional relationship dynamics and rehearsal processes. The environment also affected
my approach to goal formation. In Leu Gardens, I knew the young students and large outdoor

space would require clear community agreements and boundary practices, which I developed
with my students on the first day. However, I did not emphasize these practices or even consider
my research questions about goal formation at Maples Rep until later in the week because I

assumed the collaborative creation of our production was an apparent goal to everyone. I learned
that each person had a slightly different version of that goal, and our collective process greatly
improved when we finally discussed and clarified our purpose as a group. In my attempt to

facilitate individual agency and minimize controlling structures, I failed to establish collective
definitions of agency and collaboration, losing sight of the director’s main duty—bringing
everyone together to create a unified vision.
Amidst the challenges of ongoing global health and climate crises, it is more important
now than ever to reassess the purpose and typical execution of theatre projects. When does our
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process require an indoor space, and how does it change when we let natural elements affect our
process organically? What happens when we create world with natural and recycled materials
instead of building them from scratch? We should continue to ask ourselves these kinds of
questions to distinguish between necessity and tradition. As my initial questions about agency,
control, and collaboration guided me through my case studies, my discoveries led me to consider
who and what we choose as collaborators. New questions emerged from this exploration. What
kind of agency do our materials have in the space, and how can we interact with them
effectively? Are we forcing audiences to absorb our messages or working with them to create
meaning together? What perspectives are missing from the process, and how can we include new
voices in a way that benefits everyone? If we are committed to creating inclusive, equitable, and
progressive theatre spaces, deep and frequent questioning is crucial, even when the

circumstances do not allow for the answers we want.
In both of my case studies, I felt lucky to have supervisors who welcomed complex
questions and granted me the flexibility to test my eco-theatre methodology on my own terms.

My next two upcoming projects will both take place in institutions with stricter restrictions and
standardized processes, so it will be an exciting challenge to use my methodology to advocate for
youth and environmental agency while navigating the panopticon’s pressures to follow

instructions and appease my bosses. Another personal goal moving forward is to find more
effective ways to articulate my ideas concisely. The people who listen to my speeches on
Foucault and the parallels of power dynamics in teacher-student and human-environment
relationships typically express excitement about eco-theatre practices and support my
methodology creation. Unfortunately, these conversations often last much longer than the brief
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class description or introductory pitch required to gain the confidence of students and parents. As
I continue to investigate the application of these concepts in new contexts, I also experiment with
new ways of articulating my ideas through clear and concise language. In her book The Art of
Gathering, Priya Parker describes a chemistry teacher with a comparable problem. The teacher’s
purpose—“to teach chemistry” (21)—was so broad and multifaceted that it did nothing to help
guide her preparation or her students’ learning, despite her brilliance and extensive training.
When she redefined her goal as “[giving] the young a lifelong relationship to the organic world”
(21), the specificity influenced her next steps and set her apart from other educators. Throughout
this process, I have discovered a similar purpose. The complexity of power tensions, volume of
eco-theatre scholarship, and diversity of my peers, students, and projects feel too broad to
capture in a concise, universal objective. However, as long as I focus on facilitating thoughtful

connections among humans and with their more-than-human collaborators, eco-theatre strategies
will emerge as tools in individual circumstances. The perfect formula for every experience will
never exist, but a wide selection of strategies and a clear, mutual purpose will help us create

more mindful, inclusive, and daring collaborations.
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APPENDIX A: NOT HUMAN RESEARCH DETERMINATION
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